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Abstract 
_________________ 
This thesis offers the concept of the scale-critical story as a mode of attentive critical and 
ethical engagement with the more-than-human world. Using Derek Woods’ notion of 
scale critique, and thinking with other scholarship on the rich concept of scale, I offer 
three modest examples of scale-critical stories to show how they might be used to do the 
urgent work of thinking the whole planet through attending to multiple, specifically 
situated sites of relating. These examples, which concern mosquitoes, bellbirds 
(Manorina melanophrys), and algae, begin from place-based empirical material primarily 
gathered at the Casula Parklands and Georges River in southwest Sydney, New South 
Wales. These stories consider some of the many contexts and scales of these creatures in 
more-than-representational—personal, political, performative, affective, speculative, 
and other—registers, drawing attention to their divergences and contradictions. I show 
that the critical and ethical posture of scale critique does not seek certainty or synthesis 
but rather one of experimental togetherness, which seeks in good faith to hold multiple 
modes of being together, to cultivate more complex attachments and solidarities in a 
time of distributed agencies, and ultimately to reaffirm the place of nonhumans in a 
living, lively ethics and politics of personal-planetary proportions.  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Foreword 
_________________ 
I have made certain style choices throughout this thesis, some of which I want briefly to 
explain. 
 My introductory chapter is often theory-heavy, so in the interest of clarity I 
sometimes place footnote numbers mid-sentence. When a footnote contains an 
additional comment or piece of information, I often embolden it for ease of reading. 
Some footnotes begin with “cf.”, which offer a point of comparison or further reading 
for the interested reader. Furthermore, when referencing a source where no author has 
been given, I list the publication in which it appears as its author. If a footnoted source 
has more than ten authors, I list its first author followed by “et al.”, but the full author 
list can be found in the end references. 
 I use single quote marks (‘’) when directly citing a source, and double quote 
marks (“”) for citations held partially within citations or when referring to a concept to 
which I wish to draw attention (and occasionally doubt). However, there are a number of 
recurring terms in this thesis which would appear grating if I were to scare-quote them 
upon every appearance. These include “we”, “Anthropocene”, “world” (singular), 
“Casula”, “Georges River”, “human”, “nonhuman”, and so on and so forth. We (hmm!) 
are all taught to slice up the world in particular ways, and it can be profoundly difficult to 
break out of our reductive moulds and speak differently without being taken as 
pretentious or incoherent. Grappling with which cultural distinctions to preserve as 
analytical distinctions is very much a contextual question, and one for which there are no 
easy answers. For example, I use “nonhuman” for ease and legibility despite the 
possibility of it being read as homogenising or as inscribing a lack of “humanness”, but I 
do prefer “more-than-human” when discussing relationality more explicitly. Critiques 
of the term “Anthropocene” are at least in the academy hotly circulating, and since I am 
myself highly ambivalent about the term—and do not directly engage with these 
critiques—I often preface it with “so-called”. However, the use of “so-called” in 
regards to settler-colonial place names (such as Casula, Georges River, or even 
“parklands”) is something I am unsure about. To my mind, it draws perhaps more 
attention to these names than they deserve, and perhaps encourages performative 
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allyship or linguistic scrimmaging over more important forms of solidarity. On the one 
hand, language is material and merits constant critique and adaptation, while on the 
other hand, language is material and these settler-colonial sites very much do exist. I 
suppose my provisional resolution is to use the names I grew up with, honestly and in 
good faith, but without ever suggesting that I agree with or am offering an apologia for 
whatsoever it is many of these names represent. 
 I want to mention a few other political considerations: throughout this thesis I am 
prone to shifting between casual, formal, and performative registers. My choice to 
converge multiple registers or hold them in tension is always conscious. I find many 
conventions of academic writing dictatorial and counterproductive, and this thesis 
represents a constant and ongoing reevaluation of what I wish to say and how I wish to 
say it, often in spite of how I’ve been encouraged to do so—even as a student of Gender 
Studies! Writing a thesis implicates me in institutional knowledge practices with which I 
do not necessarily agree, and I feel it would be irresponsible and dishonest to try to evade 
the strain this causes. 
 This strain also extends to my citation politics. I use sources in many ways across 
this thesis; plenty of them are nonacademic or at different stages of digestion. Despite 
the short timeframe of the Honours year, I have at least by personal standards read 
widely—and have often enjoyed doing so—and yet I still feel far less conversant across 
many areas of scholarship than I would like. Such is the allure of transdisciplinarity in 
the neoliberal university: jack of never enough trades, master of none. Nevertheless, I 
am more interested in trying to say something than summarising literatures, and my 
overall view is that if one’s politics demands more than a pamphlet’s worth of required 
reading, it’s not effective coalition-building politics. After the introductory chapter, I 
scale back my citations in an attempt to translate all that theory into a useful and 
digestible scale-critical politics. 
 All photos printed in this thesis, and all errors, are my own.  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𝟙 
Signs and wonders 
_________________ 
The rail bridge over Woodbrook Road has for my whole life been a portal to the 
parklands. I’ve steadied my bike passing under it, between the ever-present jersey 
barriers, ambled through on twilight walks, sought shelter there in the rain. I’ve listened 
to the buzz of the adjacent substation, knelt to coax stray cats towards me. Beyond the 
arch is the most significant greenspace of my life. 
 The Casula Parklands, which abuts the Toggerai (Georges River), has for me 
always been a place of signs and wonders, a place where even the most mundane 
encounters and experiences can seem deeply, wondrously significant. This thirty-odd 
acre tract of land, which opens up between Woodbrook Road, the Casula Powerhouse, the 
train line, and the river, is of course unfathomably storied. This Country was used for 
hunting and fishing and as a midden and meeting place by the Gandangara, Darug, and 
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Dharawal for thousands of years.  After European settlement, it became a picnic ground, 1
then a disused industrial site, and then a golf course until just after I was born. For as 
long as I can remember, it has been a public recreational greenspace. But before the 
recent construction of a large playground and chainlink-fenced dog park towards its 
southern end, the parklands had low visitation rates, and were either empty or close to 
empty of other humans during my time spent there. I began gathering empirical 
material for this thesis a few months before the construction was completed, and now 
that many more humans visit the site, my choice herein to share more-than-human 
stories from the parklands has for me gained a curious significance. Signs and wonders 
tell us to pay attention differently, to entertain the possibility that we might sense 
something captivating happening beyond our perception. In the so-called Anthropo-
cene, a time of dispersed, spectral agencies and ever-more-precipitous socioecological 
changes, the challenge of paying attention in such a way—with renewed regard, perhaps 
even passion, for contingency, complexity, and contradiction—seems a very timely one. 
 Delia Falconer has discussed the ‘overwhelming [and] pervasive dread’ brought 
on by Anthropocene signs and wonders, the ‘terrible freight’ of bearing witness to the 
auguries and absences of our unravelling world.  I have experienced a similar, strong 2
melancholy at the parklands, where just beyond the north end, one of Sydney’s major 
arterial roads, the M5 motorway, passes over the Georges River. I have glimpsed what 
Falconer describes in the constant roar of semitrailers from above, in scummy, half-
submerged shopping trolleys, in the coaxing abyss of a culvert. Signs and wonders such 
as these can often guide us to sorrowful reflections. 
 But they are also gifts—calls to engage critically and recuperatively with the 
world.  And they can very often incite joy and awe. Paying attention to the signs and 3
wonders might actually make us more politically engaged, more rage-filled and 
resolute, more passionately loving. They offer us so much to feel and to do, so much to 
 Catie Gilchrist, “Casula Powerhouse: Celebrating Art, Community and Cultural Diversity”, 1
Dictionary of Sydney, 2014, accessed 1 Oct 2019 at <https://dictionaryofsydney.org/entry/
casula_powerhouse_celebrating_art_community_and_cultural_diversity>.
 Delia Falconer, “Signs and Wonders”, Sydney Review of Books, 22 Mar 2019, accessed 5 Apr 2019 2
at <https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/signs-and-wonders/>.
 cf. Deborah Bird Rose, Reports from a Wild Country: Ethics for Decolonisation, UNSW Press, Sydney 3
NSW, 2004, 24.
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which we might pay attention. In this thesis I take a fraction of my parklands encounters 
to attempt this terrifically broad work. 
 I understand the work of paying attention first in terms of stories, attachments, 
and solidarities. Stories can offer us modes for open encounter with the world which do 
not stuff living beings into categories but allow us complex, partial, poetic contact. 
Stories are, of course, one of the strongest and most universal ways in which we (and 
many nonhumans) approach the world. There are, then, better or worse stories, and so I 
tentatively set out a politics and ethics for storying of, with, and for the world well, 
seeking this through an attention to attachment and solidarity. To whom are we bound, 
to whose stories do we listen? With and for whom do we share our own stories? 
 These are more-than-representational questions.  That is, they burst what we 4
can only glean from empirical experience. The stories that emerge in this thesis are not 
straightforward, linear, or simply explanatory. Rather, they gesture to the great 
unknowability in which we always already act as particularly attached, Earthly creatures. 
With these stories, I attempt to hold multiple temporal, spatial, and conceptual scales in 
tension. I attempt to sit with the sites of tension and divergence in and across personal, 
emplaced witnessings and planetary imaginaries, my paths to which arise waywardly 
and adventitiously from these initial encounters. In this I attempt what Derek Woods has 
called ‘scale critique’, which seeks to ‘[emphasise] disjunctures and multiple in-
commensurable differences among scales’ to show how attachments and agencies are 
complexly distributed and do not track invariably across contexts.  5
 After situating how and with whom I approach stories, attachments, and 
solidarities, I elaborate on how I am using the concept of scale. 
Stories, attachments, and solidarities 
As the world becomes more unstable in the grip of vast and all-pervasive change, it’s difficult to 
discern exact chronologies, relationships and meaning. In this unfolding context, small things take 
on terrifying and uncertain correlations . . . We’ve entered a new age of signs and wonders.  6
 Hayden Lorimer, “Cultural Geography: The Busyness of Being ‘More-than-Representational’”, 4
Progress in Human Geography 29(1), 2005, 83–94.
 Derek Woods, “Scale Critique for the Anthropocene”, Minnesota Review 83, 2014, 135.5
 Falconer, Signs and Wonders.6
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How might we “tell” stories in the pandemonium of the so-called Anthropocene? 
Standing on, or perhaps cast over, the precipice of planetary-scale ecological chaos and 
collapse, how might we hold stories in the world that bring us back towards collectivity, 
care, and cultivating possibilities for flourishing? Stories told ‘in a spirit of openness and 
accountability to otherness’,  in other words, stories that hold space for the stories of 7
others and ‘cultivate the capacity for response’?  Stories that express, and expand, the 8
conditions of possibility for positive futures, futures plural, abundant, always in relation 
with another? Stories that matter? In short, stories that do ‘everything at once’?  9
 Let me say first that stories alone will not remake our world, at least not without a 
radical reconceptualisation of what we mean by “story”; no doubt, when we talk about 
stories, we are all already talking about at least vaguely different things. In any case, this 
thesis does not attempt to argue the salvific power of stories, nor for the smoothing of 
complex, multiscalar realities into neatly packaged, sequential, ‘tellable tales’.  10
Fossicking through the devastation of colonial-capitalist extractive expansionism, 
searching for some semblance of meaning in its sacrifice zones,  we run the risk of 11
enacting a narrative fetishism, described by Eric Santner as ‘the construction and 
deployment of a narrative consciously or unconsciously designed to expunge the traces 
of the trauma or loss that called that narrative into being in the first place’.  We become 12
romantics—to paraphrase one Russian copper smelter worker, who appears in the 2018 
Canadian documentary film Anthropocene: The Human Epoch—‘[we] see beauty in 
 Deborah Bird Rose, Thom van Dooren, and Matthew Chrulew, “Introduction: Telling Extinction 7
Stories”, Extinction Studies: Stories of Time, Death, and Generations, eds. Rose, van Dooren, and 
Chrulew, Columbia University Press, New York NY, 2017, 3.
 Thom van Dooren and Deborah Bird Rose, “Lively Ethography: Storying Animist Worlds”, 8
Environmental Humanities 8(1), 2016, 89, emphasis removed.
 Timothy Clark, “Scale”, Telemorphosis: Theory in an Era of Climate Change, Volume 1, ed. Tom 9
Cohen, Open Humanities Press, Ann Arbor MI, 2012, 152.
 Maria Tumarkin, “This Narrated Life: The Limits of Storytelling”, Griffith Review 44: Cultural 10
Solutions, 2014, accessed 8 Jun 2019 at <https://griffithreview.com/articles/this-narrated-life/>.
 For an elegant gloss of sacrifice (as violence), see Hugo Reinert, “Sacrifice”, Environmental 11
Humanities 7, 2015, 255–258; cf. Reinert, “Notes from a Projected Sacrifice Zone”, Acme: An 
International Journal for Critical Geographies, 17(2), 2018, 597–617.
 Eric Santner, “History beyond the Pleasure Principle: Some Thoughts on the Representation of 12
Trauma”, Probing the Limits of Representation: Nazism and the “Final Solution”, ed. Saul 
Friedlander, Harvard University Press, Cambridge MA, 1992, 144 (with thanks to Maria 
Tumarkin).
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[flowers] bursting through the stone’.  These stories run the risk of being easy 13
painkillers; stories which pacify, make passive, simplistic, sentimental. They exclude or 
indefinitely postpone both ‘the work of mourning’ and the work of tearing down what 
might make such flowers so devastatingly unique: in Norilsk’s case, the ‘thana-
totic’ (death-driven) edifices of extractive capitalism surrounding them.  In expunging 14
trauma’s traces, narrative fetishism risks absolving the perpetrators of great violence—
who are often nowhere to be seen in such stories. 
 This thesis argues for stories in the so-called Anthropocene that adopt more 
mobilising registers, that is, those that call us into ethico-politically demanding 
encounters with and for more-than-human others. These stories demand we ‘see clearly 
the devastation . . . wreaked by “the ever-repeated scene of the unlistened-to story”’.  15
They urge us to sit within now pervasive sites of sacrificial violence, to witness and to 
listen, deeply and carefully, to those who call these places home.  What are the 16
conditions of possibility for a deep and careful listening and witnessing with these 
places, with these others? Where might it take us? What might it allow us to achieve 
together? 
 I am being intentionally elliptical in my questioning here; although I will story 
with specific others, I want for now and in general to leave open the question of who 
exactly the others to whom we might be called into encounter, to whom we might be 
compelled to respond, are. Furthermore, I want to leave open the question of what 
constitutes a site of sacrificial violence. Must we think these sites—as is my first impulse
—in the measure of specific, large areas of contaminated, post/industrial soil, water, 
and air? Bodies are also contaminated. Are the bodies who move in these places, and 
 Cited in Filmmaker Magazine, “‘I was Amazed That We Got Permission to Film in Russia’: 13
Directors Jennifer Baichwal, Nicholas de Pencier and Edward Burtynsky”, 25 Jan 2019, accessed 8 
Jun 2019 at <https://filmmakermagazine.com/106657-i-was-amazed-that-we-got-
permission-to-film-in-russia-directors-jennifer-baichwal-nicholas-de-pencier-and-edward-
burtynsky-anthropocene-the-human-epoch/>.
 Santner, History, 144, 146. This is only one possible reading of the (very short) flower story.14
 Primo Levi, If This is a Man, cited in Tumarkin, This Narrated Life.15
 I think with dadirri, which comes from the Ngan’gi languages of the Daly River region, NT, 16
and which in English translates as “deep listening”. I give thanks to Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr 
AO, elder, educator, and artist, for this concept. See Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr, “About Dadirri”, 
n.d. [1988], accessed 8 Jun 2019 at <http://miriamrosefoundation.org.au/about-dadirri/dadirri-
text>.
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other places like them, not also mobile sites of sacrifice? If, as a rather paralysing theory 
of ‘semiocapitalism’ suggests—of a present ‘info-vasion’, ‘an infinite excess of signs 
circulat[ing] in the info-sphere . . . saturat[ing] individual and collective attention’—are 
not our minds already sacrificed to the emergent more-than-human parasite of 
capital?  17
 Any theory tending in its register, at least superficially, towards absolute 
universality takes a similar risk to what Santner describes, of ‘expung[ing] the traces . . . 
that called [it] into being in the first place’. Capital is now everywhere and nowhere; it 
knows us better than we know ourselves; it is the dark substrate of all existence. What J. 
K. Gibson-Graham have called ‘capitalocentrism’ is a kind of ontology, ‘relegating space 
[and] life . . . to victimhood’ predetermined and persistent.  Mark Fisher avoids this in 18
his account of “capitalist realism” when he asserts ‘both that capitalism is a hyper-
abstract impersonal structure and that it would be nothing without our cooperation’.  It 19
is no monolith. To say anything less would be an insult to myriad human, not to mention 
nonhuman, others living differently in its blasted landscapes.  In short, there are other, 20
noncapitalist signs and wonders at play. 
 In a similar vein, it is risky to stretch certain questions in depoliticising directions. 
For example, I moved from thinking, maybe, of a specific place like Norilsk, Russia—
where the air pollution from smelters falls on the city and its surrounds as a dust of 
heavy metal particulates so thick that it is economically viable to dredge the deposits 
formed by the dust for re-smelting—to pondering whether our minds were also polluted 
by excesses in the “info-sphere”.  Whether or not we agree that this particular 21
association is tenable, we need to accept that there are serious morphological differences 
 Franco Berardi, Precarious Rhapsody: Semiocapitalism and the Pathologies of the Post-Alpha 17
Generation, Minor Compositions, London UK, 2009, 148, 108. For a gloss of ‘info-sphere’, see 146.
 J. K. Gibson-Graham, “How Do We Get Out of This Capitalist Place?”, The People, Place, and 18
Space Reader, eds. Jen Jack Giesking, William Mangold, Cindi Katz, Setha Low, and Susan Saegert, 
Routledge, New York NY, 2014 [1996], 384–385.
 Mark Fisher, Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative?, Zero Books, Winchester UK, 2009, 15, 19
emphasis original.
 Eben Kirksey, Nicholas Shapiro, and Maria Brodine, “Hope in Blasted Landscapes”, Social 20
Science Information 52(2), 2013, 251n1, citing Tsing.
 Andrew Kramer, “For One Business, Polluted Clouds Have Silvery Linings”, The New York Times, 21
12 Jul 2007, accessed 9 Jun 2019 at <https://www.nytimes.com/2007/07/12/world/europe/
12norilsk.html?ref=world>.
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among whatever subjects we bind together in the interest of political, analytical, or 
aesthetic expedience. Otherwise, we risk expunging what makes a particular subject a 
particular subject, a particular problem a particular problem. 
 In their popular article of the same name, Eve Tuck and Wayne Yang bring one of 
the issues this poses for language to bear by arguing that ‘decolonisation is not a 
metaphor’.  Concerned with the increasing discourse around decolonising schools, 22
methods, and minds, they offer what they call an ‘ethic of incommensurability’, which 
‘recognises what is distinct and what is sovereign for project(s) [sic] of decolonisation in 
relation to human and civil rights-based social justice projects’.  Such an ethics, they 23
argue, ‘require[s] a dangerous understanding of uncommonality that un-coalesces 
coalition politics’. But they stop short of suggesting the generative possibility of this un-
coalescing, deferring to Fanon’s claim that decolonisation cannot be understood 
‘[except] in the exact measure that we can discern the movements which give [it] 
historical form and content’.  ‘It is an elsewhere’, they conclude, using a metaphor,  24 25
perhaps to stress that to speak of something not yet come into being means, necessarily, 
to refer to it figuratively, but also that that figurativeness will, eventually, snowball into 
a future literalness. To adapt Donna Haraway’s well-known idiom, it matters what 
figures figure figures, because it matters ‘whose metaphor brings worlds together’.  26
This “elsewhere” cannot be figured as a loosely applied, settler buzzword, fit for any 
context. An ethic of incommensurability recognises what is sovereign to and from our 
always political understandings, the things that cannot be cleaved open, even 
momentarily, for the sake of argument, or for the fast-food appeal of vacant analogy. 
 That brand of bad poetry will not save us, and we do not need saving anyway. 
Instead, this thesis argues for multiple solidarities across myriad forms of ‘significant 
 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “Decolonization is not a Metaphor”, Decolonization: Indigeneity, 22
Education & Society 1(1), 2012, 3.
 ibid. 1–2.23
 ibid. 35–36.24
 I owe this insight to Stella Maynard.25
 Donna Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene, Duke University Press, 26
Durham NC, 2016, 35; Susan Leigh Star, “Power, Technology and the Phenomenology of 
Conventions: On Being Allergic to Onions”, Sociological Review 38(suppl. 1), 1990, 52, emphasis 
original.
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otherness’,  solidarities that are constantly reflexive, that cultivate ‘arts of attentive-27
ness’,  that accept solidarity as strange, and difficult, but fruitful, life-giving work. 28
These solidarities are never simply avowals of allyship, but neither, surely, are they ever 
a matter of turning away, a divestment from the lives of others, as if such a thing were 
possible.  I tentatively add to Tuck and Yang’s ‘un-coalescing’ ethics, then, the 29
possibility of re-coalescence at a later date, in newly intense and meaningful modes of 
co-becoming.  Incommensurability at one moment does not have to mean it at the next. 30
Nevertheless, a lasting solidarity, a staying-with significant others, must recognise that 
there are particular processes and events that call for certain generative unravellings. 
 Incommensurability can also be understood as a lack of shared conditions for 
understanding a given matter of concern. From “matter of concern” we might 
differentiate “matters of fact”, those things we use, in Bruno Latour’s words, to debunk 
‘beliefs, powers, and illusions’,  those things which put us in a posture of distrust of, 31
and disdain for, the attachments of others, and which are not dissimilar to what arises 
from Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s concept of ‘paranoid reading practice’, that critical 
posture which situates itself ‘as a mandatory injunction rather than a possibility among 
other possibilities’.  Latour’s plea for ‘powerful descriptive tool[s] that [deal] . . . with 32
matters of concern . . . whose import then will no longer be to debunk but to protect and 
 Donna Haraway, The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, People, and Significant Otherness, 27
Prickly Paradigm Press, Chicago IL, 2003. I love this term for its understated capturing of ethical 
encounter as that which recognises in radical difference the entanglement of what is ‘both 
Other and Beloved’, to adapt Vicki Hearne’s words in Adam’s Task: Calling Animals by Name, 
Akadine Press, Pleasantville NY, 2000, 264 (with thanks to Deborah Bird Rose and Haraway).
 Thom van Dooren, Eben Kirksey, and Ursula Münster, “Multispecies Studies: Cultivating Arts 28
of Attentiveness”, Environmental Humanities 8(1), 2016, 1–23.
 cf. Indigenous Action Media, Accomplices Not Allies: Abolishing the Ally Industrial Complex, 4 May 29
2014, downloaded 24 Apr 2019 from <http://www.indigenousaction.org/accomplices-not-allies-
abolishing-the-ally-industrial-complex/>.
 van Dooren, Kirksey, and Münster, Multispecies Studies; cf. Bawaka Country, Sarah Wright, 30
Sandie Suchet-Pearson, Kate Lloyd, Laklak Burarrwanga, Ritjilili Ganambarr, Merrkiyawuy 
Ganambarr-Stubbs, Banbapuy Ganambarr, Djawundil Maymuru, Jill Sweeney, “Co-becoming 
Bawaka: Towards a Relational Understanding of Place/Space”, Progress in Human Geography 
40(4), 2015, 455–475.
 Bruno Latour, “Why Has Critique Run out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of 31
Concern”, Critical Inquiry 30, 2004, 232.
 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity, Duke University 32
Press, Durham NC, 2003, 147, 125.
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to care’,  is one I see taken up by Isabelle Stengers’ beautiful framework of the ‘ecology 33
of practices’. To be precise, she calls it a ‘tool for thinking’ which ‘co-produces the 
thinker’, sidestepping the mind-over-matter fundamentalism staked into the scientistic 
terrain she treads.  The ecology of practices ‘demand[s] that no practice be defined as 34
“like any other”’, but conversely that no practice begin by subordinating others in 
posturing as the one smelter of matters of fact. Because those who practise practices are 
all ‘constrained by diverging attachments’, one of the key points of the ecology of 
practices is to ‘affirm the positive value of attachment’  and ‘cultivate an active sense of 35
positive partiality’  among significant others, rather than seek to tear down each 36
other’s edifices. As she beautifully puts it, 
Attachments matter and the way they matter becomes apparent when you do not take 
them into account[,] or carry on as if people were free, or should be set free, from 
them . . . The problem is not with attachment; the problem may be that some of us . . . 
confuse [our] attachments with universal obligations, and thus feel free to define 
[our]selves as “nomads”, free to go everywhere . . . to judge, deconstruct or disqualify 
what appears to [us] as illusions or folkloric beliefs and claims.  37
We see this nomadism, which we might prefer to call a “cosmopolitanism”, in the 
increasing use of decolonisation as a metaphor that concerns Tuck and Yang as well as in 
the capitalocentrism that concerns Gibson-Graham. We see it whenever the underlying 
message in addressing an incommensurable other is, as Elizabeth Povinelli suggests, ‘be 
other so that we will not ossify, but be in such a way that we are not undone, that is make 
yourself doable for us’.  In other words, make yourself and your attachments 38
commensurable with us and ours, or we’ll do it for you. 
 Latour, Why, 232.33
 Isabelle Stengers, “Introductory Notes on an Ecology of Practices”, Cultural Studies Review 11(1), 34
2005, 185, 196.
 ibid. 184, 193, 191.35
 Isabelle Stengers, “Matters of Concern All the Way Down”, Ctrl+Z: New Media Philosophy 7, 36
2017, accessed 10 Jun 2019 at http://www.ctrl-z.net.au//journal?slug=stengers-matters-of-
concern-all-the-way-down.
 Stengers, Introductory Notes, 191.37
 Elizabeth Povinelli, “The Anthropology of Incommensurability and Inconceivability”, Annual 38
Review of Anthropology 30, 2001, 329.
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To whom we are accountable for our complicities in destructive cosmopolitanism is an 
important question, especially given disengagement from, and diffusion of, respons-
ibility for now pervasive wicked problems, like the despoiled landscapes of Norilsk, or 
the currently drought-stricken, disastrously mismanaged, riverine communities of 
northwest NSW.  While we may, to paraphrase Stengers, ‘point to those who are 39
responsible’—namely, in the latter instance, cotton irrigators, the Murray-Darling 
Basin Authority, and other areas of government —‘those responsible cannot be asked 40
to repair the damage. They are [not] equipped’.  That is to say, politicians and crony 41
capitalists and so on have their practices, and rarely does one enter into correspondence 
with politicians without making oneself and one’s attachments commensurable to 
theirs; if you have ever spoken with a politician, perhaps you would agree that to do this 
is quite literally an act of sacrificial violence. The structure of electoral politics seems to 
stand against the ecology of practices, precisely since it cannot account for in-
commensurable otherness without bending others into scapegoats, nation-building 
neighbours, or otherwise opening the borders and rendering itself untenable.  Instead, 42
most politicians seem entirely satisfied with the paranoid practice of seeding debunkery 
and disdain. They seem satisfied in their attachments without offering any positive, 
avowedly partial knowledge to any response to any problem. 
 I offer this basic analysis because I want without political play-acting to stress 
that, like any ecology, the ecology of practices has its own politics in the broadest sense, 
in that it does not afford all actors an equal level of agency at all times; surely you need at 
least two levels to talk about agency at all. It is not a flat case of ‘everything [being] 
connected to everything’; ‘[r]ather, everything is connected to something . . . the 
specificity and proximity of connections matters—who we are bound up with and in what 
ways’.  This thesis stages specific and proximate connections with significant others—43
 Lorena Allam and Carly Earl, “For Centuries the Rivers Sustained Aboriginal Culture. Now They 39
are Dry, Elders Despair”, The Guardian, 22 Jan 2019, accessed 10 Jun 2019 at <https://
www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/jan/22/murray-darling-river-aboriginal-culture-
dry-elders-despair-walgett>.
 Andy Mason, “Driving Water to Collarenebri”, Honi Soit, 22 May 2019, accessed 11 Jun 2019 at 40
<https://honisoit.com/2019/05/driving-water-to-collarenebri/>.
 Stengers, Matters.41
 cf. Tuck and Yang, Decolonization, 35–36.42
 Thom van Dooren, Flight Ways: Life and Loss at the Edge of Extinction, Columbia University Press, 43
New York NY, 2014, 60, emphasis original.
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those ‘both Other and Beloved’ —as events of ‘experimental togetherness’. The 44
“experimental”, in Stengers’ words, suggests ‘a dynamics of pragmatic learning of what 
works and how . . . [an] active, fostering “milieu” [we] need in order to be able to answer 
challenges and experiment changes, that is, to unfold [our] own [shared] force’.  This is 45
a hefty paraphrase of Stengers—she talks (mostly) about academic practices; as I will 
clarify soon, I am talking about the practices surrounding, and of, broadly considered, 
mosquitoes, bellbirds, cyanobacteria, among others—but this paraphrase does not, I 
believe, excise her spirit, the spirit of ‘passionate[ly] attempt[ing] to confer on what 
[we] address the power to make a crucial difference for what concerns the value of [our] 
own questions’.  Although cyanobacteria cannot write my research questions for me, 46
they might guide my attachment to unforeseen, even alien, places. They might even put 
us in contact with billions-of-years-old matters of concern. This can happen only if we 
are cultivating attentiveness, if we are doing the work of deep listening, which is always 
synecdochic for myriad sensory, worldly awarenesses—inner and outer worlds held in 
joyful parataxis—and if we are oriented to finding shared conditions for understanding. I 
do not really want to say “shared language”, which smacks of diplomacy-speak. 
Experimental togetherness does not presuppose a common lingua franca, because we do 
not inhabit common worlds, neither in the ethological sense of Umwelten nor in the 
“cosmopolitical” sense of Stengers.  Rather, experimental togetherness cannot proceed 47
without ‘constructions among [subjects] as constrained by diverging attachments’; ‘only 
what diverges communicates’.  These divergent constraints are the very stuff of 48
significant otherness—Otherness and Belovedness—or what we might proximately call 
‘reciprocal alterity’.  49
 Hearne, Adam’s Task, 264. See n27.44
 Stengers, Introductory Notes, 195.45
 Stengers, Matters.46
 Although I do not explore it specifically, Stengers’ cosmopolitics shares much with Spivak’s 47
notion of planetarity, which I briefly discuss in the next section; see also Isabelle Stengers, “The 
Cosmopolitical Proposal”, Making Things Public: Atmospheres of Democracy, eds. Bruno Latour and 
Peter Weibel, MIT Press, Cambridge MA, 2005, 994–1003.
 Stengers, Introductory Notes, 193, emphasis added; 190, citing Deleuze.48
 Joan Retallack, The Poethical Wager, University of California Press, Berkeley and Los Angeles CA, 49
2003, 105.
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An important distinction is that while we do not necessarily inhabit common worlds, we 
do inhabit a shared world. Deborah Bird Rose calls this the ‘community of fate’; ‘as living 
beings come into life collaboratively and mutually, their fates are intermeshed; we live 
and die together, and no one, ultimately, is isolated from calamity’.  We all have a stake 50
in deciding who lives and who dies. We are all differently enrolled in the making of better 
or worse worlds. We are all continuously composing our we, together. 
 Recognising this reality—particularly for those in the so-called Global North—
will surely become more and more urgent as the foreclosure of particular possibilities for 
living well continues to ‘contract our conception of the earth’; since ‘humans do not 
control the effects of anthropogenic changes’ to Earth systems, they ‘[appear] very 
small’ next to their destabilisation.  Really, depending on what you’re thinking with, 51
your size is always changing, and you are never just “you”; but as the Earth may very 
well soon supply serious empirical obstacles to thinking ourselves as anything other 
than small, fleshy, and fragile indeed, I hope it is also possible to grapple with this point 
through story. The task herein is never any less than to call forth recognition of the 
planetary creed that ‘we-are-in-this-together-but-not-one-and-the-same’; it might 
be a tall order, but nonetheless an appropriate one in our age of signs and wonders.  52
 As I think I have started to show, I am interested conceptually and method-
ologically in ‘playing games of string figures’. In Haraway’s ample words, ‘[s]tring 
figures are like stories; they propose and enact patterns for participants to inhabit, 
somehow, on a vulnerable and wounded earth’.  I play string figures with a con-53
stellation of nonhumans, who each in their own way lead me into otherwise 
unforeseeable patterns of practice. I understand these patterns—these gradual, 
thoughtful, iterative reshapings of practice, whether they be academic, or more broadly 
ontological, epistemological, ethico-political, or otherwise embodied and “everyday”—
 Deborah Bird Rose, Wild Dog Dreaming: Love and Extinction, University of Virginia Press, 50
Charlottesville VA, 2011, 11. She offers thanks to Robyn Eckersley and Thom van Dooren; cf. also 
Peter Baehr, “Communities of Fate”, personal website, n.d., accessed 13 Jun 2019 at <http://
peterbaehr.99scholars.net/communities-of-fate.html>.
 Lynn Keller, Recomposing Ecopoetics: North American Poetry of the Self-Conscious Anthropocene, 51
University of Virginia Press, Charlottesville VA, 2017, 31–33.
 Rosi Braidotti, Posthuman, All Too Human: The Memoirs and Aspirations of a Posthumanist, 52
manuscript for the Tanner Lectures, Yale University, 1-2 Mar 2017, passim, emphases removed.
 Haraway, Staying with the Trouble, 10.53
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not only as means of observing or responding to reality, but which enact it, in a 
‘contested, arduous, and not entirely coherent process’ of worlding.  Worlding practices 54
are always somehow entangled; worlding is always co-worlding. More precisely, 
practices entangled in specific ways are specific co-worldings. I want to explore the 
conditions specific entanglements create, and might create, in order to touch upon the 
terrifically broad question of what it means to world well. 
 I’ve considered that this approach, with such divergent practices in its purview, 
might be considered something like a naïve syncretism, to which I might respond, yes: 
experimental togetherness is inescapably naïve, in the sense that if one did not desire 
some experience or insight as regards a given matter of concern, one would not need to 
reach out beyond oneself, would not need to expose oneself in good faith and great 
vulnerability to the other, saying to them not simply “I don’t know”, but “will you come 
world with me?” Experimental togetherness—and solidarity—starts with this humble 
invitation, this acknowledgement of naïve partiality in the double sense of “having 
particular biases” and “having particular, situated perspectives” in the world.  55
Acknowledging partiality is one prerequisite for starting the strange, sweaty, always 
incomplete, but utterly life-affirming work of identifying those shared matters of 
concern around which float key worlding questions, questions which, in Vinciane 
Despret’s words, ‘call [not] for explanation or elucidation [but] for creations’.  This 56
thesis is one such creation, or collection of creations, and however modest it may be, I 
intend it as an act both of love for significant others and of testimony against what 
Deborah Bird Rose calls ‘deathwork’, the killer of creation, that which ‘collapse[s] all 
time and all life into [one] totalising domain’.  Differentiated from the inevitable, 57
everyday death which ‘resides within life’ and makes life possible, deathwork hijacks, 
homogenises, and destroys worlds: it is unworlding.  It rips string figures apart, even as 58
 Mario Blaser, “Ontological Conflicts and the Stories of Peoples in Spite of Europe: Toward a 54
Conversation on Political Ontology”, Current Anthropology 54(5), 2013, 558.
 cf. Donna Haraway, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege 55
of Partial Perspective”, Feminist Studies 14(3), 1988, 575–599.
 Vinciane Despret, “Out of the Books: Field Philosophy”, trans. Brett Buchanan and Matthew 56
Chrulew, Parallax 24(4), 2018, 426.
 Rose, Wild Dog Dreaming, 88. Note that I compound the two words, as Rose does elsewhere (for 57
example here: <http://deborahbirdrose.com/2016/08/13/dingoes-on-my-mind/>).
 ibid. 81–82.58
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the signs and wonders tell us over and again to weave a vast and complex string figure of 
great solidarity, and to fight for life in all its unknowable immensity. 
 Fighting for life means fighting on multiple scales. In the following section I 
situate my approach to this heady term, and outline the coming chapters. 
Situating scale-critical stories 
In his article “Scale Critique for the Anthropocene”, Derek Woods defines the concept of 
scale variance ‘[at] its most general [as meaning] that the observation and operation of 
systems are subject to different constraints at different scales due to real dis-
continuities’.  He contends both that ‘[the] concept of scale variance is proper to no 59
discipline’ and that, ‘[for texts] concerned with problems of scale, the presence or 
absence of scale variance makes a crucial difference in the analysis’.  60
 An often-cited example of scale variance is Dipesh Chakrabarty’s call for us to 
think human agency ‘over multiple and incommensurable scales at once’, that is, as 
individuals, as species, and also as particular communities.  This becomes very quickly a 61
question of relationality, of attachment; with and for whom do we act at different scales? 
How is it that, on the one hand, we might individually drive cars or eat meat or drink 
from single-use coffee cups, yet pursue ecological justice at a systemic and coalition-
building level? How is it that, on the other hand, as George Steiner once powerfully put 
it, ‘a man [might] read Goethe or Rilke in the evening . . . and go to his day’s work at 
Auschwitz in the morning’?  To adapt Audre Lorde’s statement—more powerful still—62
that ‘we do not live single-issue lives’, might we say also that we do not live single-scale 
lives?  63
 Attending to scale variance is for Woods the task of scale critique, which 
‘emphasises disjunctures and multiple incommensurable differences among scales’, 
 Woods, Scale Critique, 133.59
 ibid. 133, 137.60
 Dipesh Chakrabarty, “Postcolonial Studies and the Challenge of Climate Change”, New Literary 61
History 43(1), 2012, 1.
 Cited in Kate Rigby, “Writing in the Anthropocene: Idle Chatter or Ecoprophetic Witness?”, 62
Australian Humanities Review 47, 2009, 174.
 Audre Lorde, “Learning from the 60s”, Sister Outsider: Essays & Speeches, Crossing Press, 63
Berkeley CA, 2007, 138.
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‘tracing the distribution of agency across scale domains in nonsmooth, non-
representational ways’.  Scale critique therefore in many if not all cases disavows the 64
all-too-neat, ‘one-world world’  of the ‘smooth zoom effect’, or what we might 65
playfully call “slide whistle scalability”, following the soundtrack of Woods’ given 
example of smooth zoom, the 1977 film Powers of Ten.  In the film, the camera zooms 66
ever-further out to enclose the universe in a square frame, yet remains centred on a 
man’s soon-invisible hand. 
 The same invisible hand, perhaps, that blasts landscapes into monocultures, 
open-pit mines, and barely differentiable metropolises. As Anna Tsing states, we have 
come ‘to know the modern by its ability to scale up’, by its ‘ability to expand—and 
expand, and expand—without rethinking basic elements’.  And ‘scalable projects are 67
everywhere linked with nonscalable worlds’; ‘the plantation shows how: one must create 
terra nullius, nature without entangling claims. Native entanglements, human and not 
human, must be extinguished; remaking the landscape is a way to get rid of them’.  68
Scale critique, which reaffirms these links and entanglements, very quickly shows itself 
to be a deeply relational, ethico-political project. 
 The challenge of writing scale-critical stories is not simply to ‘scale up our 
imagination of the human’,  but to be attentive to the ways in which what Timothy 69
Clark calls ‘scalar translation’ can be deeply misleading and anthropomorphic.  Clark 70
offers the example of ‘geologists [observing] that human history, on the geological 
scale, is “only an eye blink”’, an observation which anthropomorphises ‘geological scale 
itself’. Such anthropomorphism, Clark states, ‘barely challenge[s] or escape[s] the 
normativity of [human] scale in cultural debate’.  The point is not to treat all scales 71
equally, as if such a thing could be done, or avoid all anthropomorphism, which, as Val 
 Woods, Scale Critique, 135, 137.64
 John Law, “What’s Wrong with a One-World World?”, Distinktion: Scandinavian Journal of Social 65
Theory 16(1), 2015, 126–139.
 Woods, Scale Critique, 134.66
 Anna Tsing, “On Nonscalability: The Living World is Not Amenable to Precision-Nested 67
Scales”, Common Knowledge 18(3), 2012, 523, 505.
 ibid. 519, 513.68
 Dipesh Chakrabarty, paraphrased in Keller, Recomposing Ecopoetics, 36.69
 Timothy Clark, The Value of Ecocriticism, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge UK, 2019, 49.70
 ibid. 49, 47.71
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Plumwood has shown, is difficult if not impossible.  Rather the point is to maintain a 72
deep and contextually iterative attentiveness to which scales we collapse and expand, 
which scales we organise into hierarchies, which disjunctures we are more likely to 
emphasise than others. Perhaps we do this work without realising it as we negotiate the 
appropriate scales for our politics. How broad are our solidarities, and to whose benefit, 
at whose expense? Which solidarities do we value more than others? 
 To hold oneself in these tensions is highly generative, and very timely. As climate 
change and ecological collapse hastens, it has become close to impossible not to be made 
constantly aware of the fact that we all live on one, particular, very finite planet. 
Incommensurable worlds are increasingly being thrust together in the image of a one-
world globality driven by capitalism and colonialism. If we wish rather to affirm the 
great and unknowable incommensurabilities of life on this planet, to foreground that we 
are indeed ‘in-this-together-but-not-one-and-the-same’, we may need to replace this 
blue-gridded globality with ‘planetarity’, to use Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s wonderful 
term. Like scale variance, planetarity is proper to no discipline; it ‘does not refer to any 
applicable methodology’. Rather, it recognises, as Spivak artfully puts it, that the planet 
‘is in the species of alterity’, and that ‘[if] we imagine ourselves as planetary subjects 
[and creatures] rather than global agents [and entities], alterity remains underived from 
us’.  To venture scale-critical planetary stories is not to zoom out and view the blue 73
marble in its entirety, with all its wondrous details equally preserved; such a thing is 
conceptually impossible, despite what Apollo images or Google Maps might suggest.  74
Rather, scale-critical planetary stories proceed as particularly situated, time and place-
based stories, foregrounding the ways in which we actually encounter and live with the 
alterity or unknowable otherness of notions of planet, species, and other concepts which 
some have attempted to turn into all-terrain vehicles. 
 Perhaps the question through all this is: what to do with this world we’ve inherited? 
Through a posture of scale-critical, experimental togetherness—full of curiosity and 
concern but not seeking resolution, common ground, or total knowledge—we might 
 Val Plumwood, Environmental Culture: The Ecological Crisis of Reason, Routledge, New York NY, 72
2002, 56-61.
 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Planetarity”, Paragraph 38(2), 2015, 291–292.73
 cf. Elizabeth DeLoughrey, “Satellite Planetarity at the Ends of the Earth”, Public Culture 26(2), 74
2014, 257–280; cf. Bruno Latour, “Anti-Zoom”, Scale in Literature and Culture, eds. Michael Tavel 
Clarke and David Wittenberg, Palgrave Macmillan, London UK, 2017, 94, 96.
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forge a response to this question across personal, place or context-specific, and 
planetary scales. Mindful of which worlds I am myself of, with, and for, I attempt to bring 
planetarity to the parklands in attending to three specific sets of attachments relating to 
mosquitoes, bellbirds, and algae. I am attempting to story with and for these creatures, 
rather than do storytelling about them; storying implies stories as co-worlding. To pay 
intimate attention to the changing limits and distributions of agency in our all-too-
human world, we need to implicate ourselves as messy, non-innocent actors who cannot 
be extricated from practices but who actually have differing stakes in worlds-in-the-
making. 
 In chapter 𝟚 I explore the event of being bitten by a mosquito, proposing scale-
critical questions around pathogenicity and ethical killing in a time of “Insect 
Armageddon”.  With evidence of a rapid decline in insect biomass in some places across 75
the last few decades, I critique different modes of producing human apartness from 
mosquitoes and other insects, arriving at a notion of interspecies complex solidarity. 
 In chapter 𝟛 I briefly explore one of the many productive tensions in the 
soundscape of the parklands, particularly that of its plentiful population of bellbirds 
(Manorina melanophrys), whose calls are simultaneously the sound of my childhood and
—given their role in often monopolising and degrading their home environments—the 
sound of despots.  I hold their calls alongside the sounds of the M5 motorway to make a 76
claim for sonically-conscious care and critique. 
 In chapter 𝟜 I look to algae on the Georges River, and particularly to what it means 
to know and be attached to algae well. I look to and offer a number of more-than-
representations of algae, including the Oxygen Holocaust two billions year ago, when 
cyanobacteria, commonly called blue-green algae, produced a mass extinction event by 
oxygenating the atmosphere—an event that ultimately enabled human life.  I explore 77
these events scale-critically to deepen my attachments with algae on the river. 
 Caspar A. Hallmann et al., “More than 75 Percent Decline over 27 Years in Total Flying Insect 75
Biomass in Protected Areas”, PLoS One 12(10), 2017, n.p.
 Kathryn T. A. Lambert, Lalit Kumar, Nick Reid, Paul G. McDonald, “Habitat Selection by a 76
Despotic Passerine, the Bell Miner (Manorina melanophrys): When Restoring Habitat through 
Lantana (Lantana camara) Removal is not Enough”, Ecological Management & Restoration 17(1), 
2016, 81–84.
 Dorion Sagan, “Beautiful Monsters: Terra in the Cyanocene”, Arts of Living on a Damaged Planet: 77
Ghosts and Monsters of the Anthropocene, eds. Anna Tsing, Heather Anne Swanson, Elaine Gan, and 
Nils Bubandt, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis MN, 2017, M169.
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Finally, I leave the parklands with a renewed attention to whose worlds I am attached 
and in what ways. But the question of the of, with, and for is always provisional. These are 
but a fraction of the stories that might yet emerge from this deeply storied tract of land, 
this ancient river, and everywhere else to which this thesis goes or might yet go.  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𝟚 
Mosquito moments 
_________________ 
The mosquito has mated recently, and she’s been surveilling the riverbank for a meal.  78
Finally she spots one. He’s stationary, sweating, and exhaling plenty of fragrant carbon 
dioxide, so he’s easy pickings for her deft thermo and chemosensory organs. She wings 
her way down to him, landing on a piece of blue fabric—another easy visual cue—
through which she can sense a feast of blood flowing under the skin. Steadying herself, 
she extends her proboscis, penetrating the cloth and cutaneous strata in search of the 
nearest blood vessel. She begins to feed—as she must before oviposition in order to 
nourish what will soon be her young. 
 I feel a pinch as the mosquito pierces the underside of my left forearm through my 
sleeve. My reaction to this barely-perceptible pain is rote. I look down, recognise her 
 Only female mosquitoes bite, so I refer to this mosquito by the pronouns “she/her”.78
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My view of the Toggerai (Georges River) at Casula, 10 April 2019.
undesirable alienness, swear, swat at, and kill her. Her proboscis must either detach 
gracefully from my skin or remain lodged there under the sleeve. Whatever’s left, I flick 
the flattened mosquito to the ground. The kairos, the defining moment of our 
relationship, has passed, and she is dead—I’ve killed her—but she will live on briefly in 
the traces of anticoagulant saliva that disperse through my bloodstream, and in the itchy 
bump that rises on my arm and remains for no more than a few days. 
 Not without sincere regret, I dedicate this chapter to her, the mosquito I killed, 
the specific mosquito of unknown species who made a meal of me as I sat alone on a milk 
crate observing the Georges River at the Casula Parklands on 10 April 2019. Call it an 
elegy. A life so carelessly extinguished deserves careful reflection. What to me rendered 
this mosquito killable? How does this notion of “killability” track across contexts and 
scales? What does it mean to mourn an insect in a time of so-called Insect 
Armageddon?  79
 To be bitten, or really imbibed, by a mosquito is surely among the most ubiquitous 
of human (and nonhuman) experiences. So too, perhaps, is the effort to end or prevent 
these encounters. As I write, and as you read, people all across the planet are constantly 
killing (or failing to kill) mosquitoes. Everywhere mosquitoes are meeting their deaths 
by swatting mid-flight and mid-meal, their bloodsucking being cut short, their 
exasperating whines silenced. But mosquitoes are also being killed in more impersonal, 
disembodied ways. Technologies of killing from the ignoble bug zapper to the insecticide 
DDT have been used by humans to outsource, optimise the efficiency of, and render 
invisible the everyday killing of so many species—not just mosquitoes—by humans as a 
practice of (un)worlding. Although death is a necessary part of human place-making, 
the frightening spectre of Insect Armageddon is the seeming inability of many humans 
to witness the deaths we cause, even when those deaths are occurring at such a dire and 
rapidly-amplifying scale. 
 Deborah Bird Rose has introduced the concept of ‘double death’ to differentiate 
the ‘will-to-destruction’ practised by some humans in some times and places from ‘the 
ecological and evolutionary contexts in which death is immanent in and necessary to 
 Francisco Sánchez-Bayo and Kris Wyckhuys, “A Worldwide Decline of the Entomofauna: A 79
Review of its Drivers”, Biological Conservation 232, 2019, 8–27; cf. Damian Carrington, “Warning 
of ‘Ecological Armageddon’ after Dramatic Plunge in Insect Numbers”, The Guardian, 18 Oct 2017, 
accessed 24 Jul 2019 at <https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/oct/18/warning-of-
ecological-armageddon-after-dramatic-plunge-in-insect-numbers>.
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life’.  Double death ‘breaks up the partnership between life and death’ in its world-80
unravelling, self-amplifying vortex, and, for Rose, ‘defiles death because it impedes the 
capacity of death to turn matter back into life’.  Double death proceeds by deathwork, 81
which involves ‘working systematically to accomplish [an imagined] emptiness’, to 
accomplish a world without a given other, an unworld to which that other is denied 
return.  Along related lines, Justin McBrien has artfully discussed capitalist deathwork 82
as ‘necrosis’, which in cell biology is the premature death of cells afflicted by trauma and 
carried out through self-digestion, and which is opposed to apoptosis, the frag-
mentation and death of a cell, which is beneficial to the organism.  83
 Exploring mosquito-human relations across a number of contexts and scales 
allows us to apply and nuance some of these concepts. How do we treat these killable 
creatures in life and in death? Do we really want a world without mosquitoes? 
Mosquitoes are highly appropriate for exploring the ethics of killing because for many of 
us they are so alien and undesirable in our increasingly insect-free, all-too-human 
worlds, yet nevertheless near-ubiquitous and commonplace. With little more than their 
pesky probosces, these pests, plagues, and enemies of humankind profoundly challenge 
fantasies of nature-culture separation, security, and impermeability, and all the 
deathwork involved in producing these fantasies. Their difficult presence forces upon us 
the question of how we might live well, or at least less destructively, with ‘unloved 
others’.  84
 Oriented around three moments of personal experience—being bitten at the 
Georges River, interacting with a bug zapper, and sleeping beneath a mosquito net while 
travelling in Tanzania—and connecting these moments to the broader contexts of 
mosquito pathogenicity and control practices, human inequality of exposure to 
 Deborah Bird Rose, “Multispecies Knots of Ethical Time”, Environmental Philosophy 9(1), 2012, 80
128.
 ibid. 128; Deborah Bird Rose, “What if the Angel of History Were a Dog?”, Cultural Studies Review 81
12(1), 2006, 75.
 Rose, Wild Dog Dreaming, 82.82
 Justin McBrien, “Accumulating Extinction: Planetary Catastrophism in the Necrocene”, 83
Anthropocene or Capitalocene? Nature, History, and the Crisis of Capitalism, PM Press, Oakland CA, 
2016, 117.
 Deborah Bird Rose and Thom van Dooren (eds.), “Unloved Others: Death of the Disregarded in 84
the Time of Extinctions”, Australian Humanities Review 50, 2011.
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mosquito bites, and Insect Armageddon, I hold multiple forms and scales of killing in 
tension. In this time of so much death, I contend that we must very carefully and 
critically reflect on how and who we kill, and what it means. With so much death going 
unseen, this work starts with the act of witnessing. Like listening, witnessing here is 
synecdochic for a multisensory attentiveness to death, its drivers, and its consequences. 
Perhaps through bearing witness we might, as Rose would say, turn even the most 
egregious deathwork ‘back towards life’.  85
Stopzap 
I’ve just come home. I’m by the back door, slipping out of my shoes. It’s late, dark but for 
the bizarre and suggestive blue light leaking out from inside. I open the door, walk in, 
close the door. It’s silent, almost; silent but for that soft, sawtoothed hum. That piercing 
 Rose, Wild Dog Dreaming, 17, 25, 87, 91–92.85
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blue light, an enticing threshold between this world and entomo-Elysium. I stare up at it 
for a few moments. 
 What does this set-and-forget device, designed to kill, achieve? In this suburban 
Sydney home, already so close to hermetically sealed, surely it offers no more than the 
slightest possible uptick in what is called convenience, where anything small enough to 
fit through that grille is inconvenient. Yet even just in this home, so much has been lost to 
the notion of convenience. I have many memories of watching moths flit through the 
house in a joyous, helical frenzy, and of tiny flies scuttling along the bathroom grout like 
little highways. These seemingly mundane and pointless experiences actually do count 
for something; these insect lives actually do matter, whether we like it or not. At the 
expense of our fantasies of sterile, hermetically sealed living spaces, might we allow 
insects back into our worlds as more than mere nuisances? Might we actually be grateful 
for what insects can teach us about life’s contingency, about the porosity of our borders, 
about the shared conditions of existence? 
 That domestic spaces cannot be extricated from such questions becomes all the 
more important in our increasingly domesticated worlds. To be in the company of 
mosquitoes on a riverbank is to be reminded of one’s status as a guest; the river does not 
flow through some undifferentiated “outside” but is a home for particular creatures of 
particular lifeways—a fact obscured by markers of human presence such as bridges, 
fences, or scummy, half-submerged shopping trolleys. Moving through the homes of 
others, it is incumbent upon us to practise what Traci Warkentin has called ‘interspecies 
etiquette’, a form of being in the world of, with, and for others that is lucid, contextually 
aware, and generous in spirit.  What might we gain from bringing this etiquette inside, 86
into the spaces we call home, rather than leaving it at the door? 
 I stop staring at the bug zapper. I step over to the power board to which it is 
connected and turn it off. Entering the kitchen any time thereafter to find it on, I turn it 
off. Without, I hope, aggrandising such a simple act—nothing more than a minuscule 
stopgap on an increasingly deathly planet—it is literally the case that my putting a 
fleshy finger to a switch allowed for lives to continue. If anything, the simplicity is the 
point: to embody interspecies etiquette and solidarity need not be difficult or heady. 
There is raw potential in a living, breathing politics where, to paraphrase Donna 
 Traci Warkentin, “Interspecies Etiquette: An Ethics of Paying Attention to Animals”, Ethics & 86
The Environment 15(1), 2010, 101–121.
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Haraway, our lot is cast ‘for some ways of life and not others’—through simple, 
purpose-driven, dutiful acts of care.  87
 In this case, the ways of life for which I care belong to insects, and among them 
mosquitoes, most of whom I barely notice. This expands the notion of solidarity to 
include ways of being together that are not premised on visibility or even much interest. 
I will not pretend beyond this chapter that I am passionately immersed in the lives of 
mosquitoes. On the contrary, to be invested in insect lives rarely means for most people 
any more than the tiniest decision to ignore or to not kill. Sometimes, attentiveness 
means not paying attention, or simply letting be. Correspondingly, acts of care are not 
(always) exceptional; they are everyday doings towards which it is impractical to be 
unflinchingly passionate. Why treat care as an anomaly beyond the practice of everyday 
life anyway, when care is exactly what fosters the world of the living?  88
 The deathwork is the anomaly—the thing that has always, until very recently, 
taken a lot of work. So much labour has been wasted on refining technologies of killing 
such as the bug zapper. In a time of so-called Insect Armageddon, I cannot shake the 
question of why? from my mind. I am hesitant to chalk it up to a general, seemingly 
unstoppable “will-to-destruction”; deathwork, even if founded on a telos of universal 
extermination or assimilation, is still practically contingent on particular, often 
mundane place-making habits and constraints. How do we (or, more pressingly, how 
don’t we) make room for insects in our practices of agricultural, industrial, urban, and 
suburban place-making? How might we make places differently so as not to kill as much 
as we do, whether intentionally or incidentally? 
 Such questions are beyond the ambit of this chapter, of course, but I raise them 
because I am pursuing an ethics of killing that is iterative, multiscalar, and aspirational, 
for want of a better word. This ethics still involves killing, albeit in ways that are, in Val 
Plumwood’s words, ‘respectful and highly constrained’, as killing is always to some 
extent unavoidable in more-than-human relations.  The challenge, then, is ‘killing 89
well’—that is, always killing better—beyond arbitrary, automated deathwork, and 
 Donna Haraway, Modest_Witness@Second_Millennium.FemaleMan©_Meets_OncoMouseTM, 87
Routledge, New York NY, 1997, 37.
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beyond simple dichotomies separating morally considerable creatures from lowly, 
killable creatures.  90
 The context of a bug zapper in a Sydney suburban home is one where not killing 
is, to my mind, appropriate. The likelihood of being in any way endangered by a 
mosquito bite in present-day Sydney is surely negligible. But what about the contexts 
where this is not the case, where mosquitoes pose a significant threat to public health? 
As we will see, mosquito-human relations do not allow for an easy and harmonious 
interspecies ethics of ruling out killing, of affirmation or simply “making room”; rather, 
they require a more capacious understanding of what it means to care and to kill well. 
Caring apart 
It is late December 2015, and I’m on holiday with my then-partner and her family in 
Tanzania. Despite the intrepid stylings of the overlanding company with which we are 
travelling, just about everything has been planned for us. Tonight, we’re staying in a 
beach resort in Dar es Salaam after a long day of driving in our monstrous, almost 
militaristic overlanding truck. 
 It’s hot, incredibly humid and hot. At several points during our outdoor dinner, 
the power goes out and the fans grind to a halt. The mood is jovial, and our British driver 
is warmly relating his experiences (plural) of having had malaria while travelling 
throughout East Africa. I caught a cold in Arusha a few days ago, so as I swelter my nose 
runs ceaselessly, my skin unctuous from mosquito repellent. Everything is wet. I grab 
about a hundred napkins from the bar to soak up the ocean flowing from my pores. Later 
on, in our chalet, I take a cold shower, swallow my daily dose of antimalarial medication, 
and go to bed beneath a mosquito net after fastidiously tucking it under the mattress. 
 I wake up in the middle of the night with my arm asleep, splayed above me, 
pressing against the mosquito net. I lower my arm, resting it on my torso, and rub it back 
to life. I have a mosquito bite; I must have been bitten through the net! 
 There are two main points I take from this experience: one about the global 
inequality of exposure to pathogens passed from mosquitoes to humans, and a broader 
 Donna Haraway, When Species Meet, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis MN, 2008, 90
296; Plumwood, Environmental Culture, 143–166.
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point about the necessary pain of being a porous being in porous social and ecological 
configurations. By bringing in this example I hope to show that “telling” planetary 
stories very much means “telling” stories about specific places on the planet, and 
putting the resulting differences in tension.  Mosquitoes are near-ubiquitous, but they 91
are anything but homogeneous in either their biology or their impact on humans. Indeed 
it is not frivolous to suggest that those constituting the approximately 3500 species of 
mosquito so far described—and among them the approximately 100–200 capable of 
being human disease vectors—all experience their worlds a little differently, even if it is 
impossible for us to properly account for these differences.  Here it is mosquito-92
humans relations in which I am interested, and ultimately how the notion of 
togetherness is complicated by the production of apartness. 
 In an article on mosquito control practices in Dar es Salaam, Ann Kelly and Javier 
Lezaun explore the production of apartness through the embodied, laborious practice of 
“human landing catch”.  This widely-used practice—called ‘the gold standard’ for 93
studies of mosquito-human interaction—generally involves a human sitting still in a 
given area with their legs exposed, for hours on end, catching landing mosquitoes by 
sucking them into a netted plastic cup through a handheld tube blown manually.  This 94
is done to collect and test the abundance of mosquitoes in a given area and to reveal the 
presence of breeding sites. The Tanzanian workers in question are compensated at a 
daily rate of 3000 Tanzanian shillings—a little less than two Australian dollars at time of 
writing—and as they are nominally volunteers, they have no employment benefits, 
 cf. Gabrielle Hecht, “Interscalar Vehicles for an African Anthropocene: On Waste, Temporality, 91
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downloaded 31 Jul 2019 from https://www.who.int/whopes/resources/vector_rozendaal/en/. 
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despite the risk of potential exposure to drug-resistant malaria (particularly Plasmodium 
falciparum).  95
 Kelly and Lezaun are asking after a ‘new ethics of separation’ that paradoxically is 
embodied in, and absolutely reliant upon, ‘persistent, reiterative practices’ of ‘proximity 
and intimacy’ which put people at risk.  This is an ethics that recognises the necessity 96
of apartness in an urban context where malaria is a serious public health issue, and 
which locates itself in the production of that apartness. There is however perhaps little 
to call “ethical” in this account, which strikes me as an example of Western exploitation 
(funded by international organisations including the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation).  97
 How is apartness produced in other contexts? Marcos Cueto has examined Cold 
War-era attempts at malaria eradication in rural Mexico. These attempts were founded 
on paternalistic attitudes towards rural and Indigenous populations, with malaria 
eradication held up as a beacon of progress that would lift the populations from social 
and economic underdevelopment.  Militarism was firmly entangled in efforts to storm 98
and spray whole communities with DDT, as well as to take blood smears from residents 
to confirm the presence of malarial plasmodia, ignoring local wishes and Indigenous 
knowledges on blood.  Ultimately, widespread acculturation to this Westernised, 99
biomedical approach to public health failed, ‘[leaving] in disarray and [undermining] 
other programs aimed at confronting [rural malaria]’.  100
 Ann H. Kelly and Uli Beisel are skeptical that attempts at mosquito eradication 
from above have ever been or will ever be successful, stating that malaria ‘must be 
 ibid. 377; Ulrike Fillinger et al., “A Tool Box for Operational Mosquito Larval Control: 95
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managed locally if it is going to be managed at all’, and pointing to histories of malaria’s 
disappearance in Europe and the Americas that proceeded in conjunction with general 
improvement in living and social conditions rather than specific technological fixes such 
as vaccines, larvi and adulticide, or sterilisation by genetic modification.  Global 101
interest and investment in malaria eradication is capricious, and campaigns driven by 
global capital rather than local capacity seem structurally ill-fated. Any worthwhile 
ethics of separation would then emphasise and centre local capacities, knowledges, and 
desires. 
 Malaria and mosquito pathogenicity in general is an issue of how we envision the 
planet. It is all too easy to gloss over the deeply political realities of living in the sacrifice 
zones of global inequality, and to imagine a world where we might play God and wipe out 
disease in one fell swoop. To some degree, such moves are understandable. Throughout 
history, humans, mosquitoes, and pathogens have been so thoroughly, near-universally 
entangled, sometimes, as J. R. McNeill has put it, ‘to the point [of] making [humans] 
seem mere playthings in dramas wrought . . . by tiny, mindless [sic] creatures’.  As our 102
most effective killer, mosquitoes have caused unimaginable levels of human suffering, 
and continue to do so with hundreds of millions of humans infected with deadly and 
debilitating diseases each year.  It is perhaps no surprise that humans have often 103
thought themselves at war with the mosquito, who has been frequently hailed as evil, a 
great enemy of humankind and capital alike.  Indeed, talk of mosquito eradication has 104
been orthodox since at least the publication of W. E. Hardenburg’s Mosquito Eradication 
in 1922, which framed the mosquito as a driver of labour inefficiency and low property 
values.  Even prominent biodiversity advocate E. O. Wilson has spoken for the 105
extinction of the African malaria mosquito (Anopheles gambiae), among others.  106
 Kelly and Beisel, Neglected Malarias, 84, 84n26. This is not to undermine such methods.101
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Are these responses misguided? Overzealous? Vengeful? Part of me wants to say yes; how 
could the eradication of any species possibly be a good thing? But as a lifelong resident of 
Casula, I have never experienced a mosquito bite as a threat, either to my life or to those 
around me. In Dar es Salaam and throughout Tanzania, I may well have had such a 
response were it not for the numerous precautions we were able to take to extricate 
ourselves from risk. Nowhere have I felt seriously endangered by the consequences of a 
mosquito bite. 
 My affective repertoire for encountering mosquitoes is thus limited, and I do not 
feel equipped to comment on whether eradication is in any given context an 
inappropriate proposition. Rather, I echo the emphasis on local capacities, knowledges, 
and desires, and on an ethics of separation that centres the constant production of 
apartness rather than the silver bullet suggested by eradication. 
 In the strain between togetherness and apartness there is the deeply contextual 
question of proximity: how close or far, physically and otherwise, can or should we be 
with mosquitoes, and at what cost to whom? Having complicated the ethics of killing 
with a brief consideration of more difficult sites of mosquito-human relating, I return to 
the Georges River and to 10 April 2019 to reflect on the mosquito bite recuperatively, and 
perhaps a little less romantically, with a deepened attention to scale.  107
Spongey sorrows, complex solidarities 
She is dead—I’ve killed her—but she will live on briefly in the traces of anticoagulant saliva 
that disperse through my bloodstream, and in the itchy bump that rises on my arm and 
remains for no more than a few days. 
 There is a unique temporality to the mosquito bite, one that reminds us that we 
can never fully prepare for what comes of togetherness.  Our British driver in Tanzania 108
spoke of falling asleep on the beach and waking up hours later covered head to toe in 
mosquito bites, thinking to himself, yep, I’ve got malaria. But what does that brief period 
of not knowing mean, of waiting for symptoms to manifest? Imagine a compound of 
 cf. Rose, Reports, 24.107
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symptoms taking hold, over which you have little to no control: rash, fever, fatigue, 
soreness, swelling of joints, nausea, headache, chills. 
 Rather than through pathogenicity, the mosquito at the Georges River has lived 
on most profoundly here, in this chapter, as a far-more-than-intellectual reminder of 
the necessary pain of being a porous being. This has not been an easy chapter to write; 
like the pesky itch of a bite, the mosquito has impelled itself into my life and ethics at 
inopportune times. 
 I have stayed with it, much as I decided on 10 April to stay and sit by the river. 
Rather than walk through the space, staying made me starkly aware that I was a visitor 
in a place called home by mosquitoes and other creatures as they swarmed and rustled 
around me, because of me, despite me, regardless of me. In choosing to stay even after 
the event of the bite, I chose to stay with my act of killing. I considered what it might be 
worth to really dig into the gravitas and wonder of what is usually taken to be an utterly 
mundane event. 
 I led myself towards a rather amusing and grandiose analogy with Val 
Plumwood’s account of having survived a crocodile attack in 1985. She writes about how, 
while caught in the crocodile’s death roll, she ‘glimpsed the world for the first time 
“from the outside”, as no longer [her] world, as raw necessity . . . [an] unimaginably 
alien world from which the self as centring observer is absent’.  For Plumwood, an 109
experience of this sort is a rare and instructive gift. Being prey can tear us from the 
delusions of mastery and control we use to silo ourselves into alienated, ecologically 
destructive, and ultimately greatly diminished, existences. Yet just about everywhere 
one looks, predators are being pushed out of human worlds. ‘[As] the [human] 
experience of being prey is eliminated from the face of the earth,’ Plumwood writes, 
‘along with it goes something it has to teach about the power and resistance of nature 
and the delusions of human arrogance’.  110
 I take Plumwood’s words generously to find in mosquito-human encounters the 
possibility for encountering a predacity that many of us have come to disregard and 
detest in the nonhuman, one which, perhaps, grates against the predacity we both detest 
and revere in ourselves. As one of our greatest predators, paying attention to mosquito 
 Val Plumwood, “Human Vulnerability and the Experience of Being Prey”, Quadrant 39(3), 109
1995, 30, 32, emphasis adapted.
 Plumwood, Human Vulnerability, 34.110
 30
lives and deaths means paying attention to what it means to be prey, and to the question 
of whether we can ever fully shut out the experience Plumwood describes, and, if so, at 
what cost. 
 Although predacity is perhaps usually reserved for representations of megafauna
—such as the mighty crocodilian—mosquitoes offer us a unique and deeply relevant 
case given not only their global distribution, but the circumstances under which they 
bite. The proboscis pierces the skin, proving the body porous, multiple, but never 
rending it apart. We are both reduced in the slight loss of blood, or in the development of 
a sickness, as well as enlarged in our being both human and mosquito meal and 
microbial home (and, and, and). The small size of the mosquito also means that this act 
of biting very easily goes unnoticed; how courteous! Being bitten can be a gentle if 
ultimately inconvenient and even dangerous reminder that one’s body is never fully 
one’s own, but is shared; of, with, and for the world. The itchy bump left by a mosquito 
encounter is a lingering trace that speaks to our shared, ever-vexing entanglement with 
unloved others and the ways in which these others literally inhabit us for better or worse. 
 To connect this to perhaps the most significant occasion for human-led killing—
food—James Hatley argues, after the Taittirīya Upanishad, that one is ‘always already 
both . . . food and the eater of food’, since the very condition of continuing life on Earth is 
that it nourish itself in the dynamic whorl of eating and being eaten.  This is not to offer 111
some easy, holistic apologia for the inordinate and unimaginably brutal suffering we 
inflict upon the animals who become our food. Rather it is to say that, since we all kill 
and are killed, the rub is not in choosing “to kill or not to kill”—so often the snare in 
public discussions of food ethics—or in choosing togetherness or apartness, as if such 
things were ever possible. Rather the rub is in navigating the production of spaces of 
convergence and divergence in all their lived specificity. This entails what I would call an 
interspecies complex solidarity that does not simply ascribe convergences positive value 
and divergences negative value, but allows for splitting or un-coalescing—very much 
the ethos of apoptosis—without fostering corresponding fantasies of fixed, im-
permeable otherness, along with all the hatred, disregard, and unnecessary necrotic 
double death for which such fantasies are liable. 
 James Hatley, “The Uncanny Goodness of Being Edible to Bears”, Rethinking Nature: Essays in 111
Environmental Philosophy, eds. Bruce Foltz and Robert Frodeman, Indiana University Press, 
Indianapolis IN, 2004, 22–23.
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An interspecies complex solidarity in contexts where mosquitoes pose serious 
pathogenic threats might first be built on the more mainstream notion of human 
solidarity through proximity and shared experience, where mosquito-human separation 
is discussed and enacted through local consensus and capacity rather than from above in 
the name of assimilatory, biomedicalising, capitalist, nation-building progress, as in 
Marcos Cueto’s example. The positive value of having Western stakeholders withdraw 
from contexts such as Mexico and Tanzania is not, to paraphrase Hugo Reinert, in ‘an 
abandonment’ of politically and ecologically unstable conditions made by Western 
colonial powers, ‘but rather the opposite, a powerful and highly productive investment’ 
in those conditions that, to my mind, would acknowledge the unimaginable toll of 
colonialism and allow for a notion of “public health” beyond biomedicine which 
includes cultural self-determination and the recuperation of culture and ecosystems.  112
 Not unlike a decolonial ethics, an interspecies complex solidarity considers how 
particular forms of withdrawal are better than others. Living well with mosquitoes may 
in many cases be a question of critiquing and ameliorating, rather than eliminating, 
existing spaces of divergence. Might we discourage the normative and overdetermined 
claim of the mosquito’s villainous and disgusting otherness—and even mourn them—
while still accepting the necessity of ‘disconnection, detachment, or withdrawal’ and 
even killing?  This would be an ethics of separation composed both of (conceptual) 113
proximity and (spatial) apartness. Apartness does not make our solidarities less robust, 
but it does require us to enact different forms of care, some of which may feel pointlessly 
self-reflexive. I think of what it means to mourn the mosquito who bit me. Does this 
mourning really matter? 
 I am convinced the answer is yes; mourning always matters. There is no living 
being not worth mourning, no being we can imagine as simply killable. In Vinciane 
Despret’s words, ‘every sensation of every being of the world is a mode through which 
the world lives and feels itself . . . [and when] a being is no more, the world narrows all of 
a sudden, and a part of reality collapses’.  Accepting the act of killing does not mean 114
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accepting it casually or without feeling. On the contrary, to put a stop to the expanding 
vortex of double death, we need, insofar as possible, to feel the weight of every loss 
anew. With mourning and careful reflection, and with the turn to killing better—more 
minimally, respectfully, graciously—creatures might not suffer in vain. 
 I have discussed how the Georges River at Casula—as well as my house—are sites 
where I believe killing is not appropriate, and I have since April acted accordingly by not 
intentionally killing any insects. And while I affirm the value of acting with etiquette and 
making room for unloved others such as mosquitoes wherever one can, it is not always 
possible. The challenge, then, is to kill without killability.  This is a scale-critical ethics 115
and politics that renounces disembodied killing at scale. It attempts to value—and 
mourns our inability to ever fully value—every lost individual, every lost relation, every 
unravelled knot, even if doing so can be in many cases what feels like a merely self-
reflexive exercise. Donna Haraway, Isabelle Stengers, and Vinciane Despret alike have 
often cited Virginia Woolf’s powerful, chiastic call of ‘[t]hink we must; we must think’.  116
Through thinking and feeling the gravity of every life and death, might we live less 
hatefully, in ‘more dynamic and less hostile modes of coexistence with [disease] vectors’ 
and insects generally?  117
 A simple conclusion to land on, perhaps; but perhaps our all-too-insect-free 
times have brought us back to such homilies. In any case, there’s nothing simple about 
the (geo)politically differential ways in which we come to mosquito-human relations, 
or, for that matter, to Insect Armageddon. More than to say that we are not equally 
accountable for the deaths—which is certainly true—we must also face up to our never-
fully-knowable accountability for the invisible deaths triggered planet-wide in the 
anthropogenic mess of dispersed and disembodied agency. 
 I recall a white moth who’d flitted so gracefully above the road, and who was 
crushed in the grille of the car as I roared from Sydney to Armidale in February 2019. The 
task is not to simply shift blame to the car—indeed I didn’t see the moth until the last 
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second—but to recognise my part in an unworlding assemblage and to stay with the 
groundswell of sadness and rage that provokes within me. 
 I learn of the windscreen phenomenon, the observation that there are now far 
fewer insects getting smooshed on people’s cars compared to the last however many 
decades. The windscreen phenomenon strikes me as an exemplary sign and wonder for 
our times, and of the denial at the core of double death. It’s the absence of death telling 
of how much death we’ve made happen—if we even happen to notice it. If mourning is 
the expression of solidarity, it becomes all the more difficult and all the more imperative 
in a time when we start to recognise the scale of deathwork through silences and 
invisibilities. 
 Mourning insects has brought me to turn off the bug zapper, to withstand the 
whine of mosquitoes in my room at night, to be altogether less murderous. My politics 
has become far more generous towards the largely unloved and invisible world of 
Insecta. I am trying, like so many others, to push back in every conceivable, minuscule 
way against efforts to build what John Law has called the ‘one-world world’—a world 
built on unworlding, a world destined to extinguish itself.  Fighting against this, for 118
worlds in the multiple, on whatever scale, always matters. 
 What do we do, though, when we learn that we’re attached to the unworlders? In 
chapter 𝟛 I briefly explore the bellbird’s ineffable call, at once the beloved sound of my 
childhood and the cry of a despot drowning out the flourishing of others. 
 Law, What’s Wrong.118
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𝟛 
A blanket of bellbirds 
_________________ 
No onomatopoeia suits the sound of a bellbird (aka bell miner, Manorina melanophrys). 
 A whip? A bip? A neep? 
 Bellbird calls are among the sounds of my childhood, which makes them even 
more difficult to put into words. How to represent a sound that makes you feel so safe? 
So placed? Yet a sound whose origin can be so elusive? I cannot recall ever seeing a 
bellbird. Their calls no longer inspire me to turn my attention to high up in the canopy, 
where I might just sight them. I don’t chase their knowability; I simply rely on them. Pip. 
Whee. Leep. With their calls the bellbirds stitch the sonic blanket keeping me from harm 
in the grounded, uneasy experience of co-becoming with Casula Parklands. 
 That’s how it feels, anyway. And so I am thankful for these creatures and their 
ever-repeating calls. Yet these are creatures with whom many humans have come to 
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share a troubled relationship. For those humans, ‘the tinkling of bellbirds is the sound of 
[forest] being killed’.  Perhaps that is the sound here at the parklands, too, without my 119
knowing it. 
 Bellbirds are associated with forest dieback, which can occur when the birds, who 
live in dense colonies and forage high up in the canopy, aggressively guard their sole 
food source—plant-eating, honeydew-secreting psyllid insects (such as Glycaspis and 
Cardiaspina spp.)—from other avian predators, monopolising forest and leading to 
psyllid infestations that cause defoliation and tree death.  Histories of fire suppression 120
and weed invasion leading to dense understory, processes in which settlers are heavily 
implicated, have also been linked to bellbird abundance, as these disturbed environ-
ments make for them preferable nesting habitats.  121
 Bellbirds are effective at harassing and expelling psyllid-eating competitors. One 
study has suggested that even at low densities, ‘[bellbirds] making their characteristic 
“tink” calls [reduces] avian diversity’.  As the authors of that study explain, ‘it is not 122
the number of bell miners present [as such], but rather some minimum rate of “tink” 
vocalisations that is sufficient to convince other species that bell miners occupy [a] site’ 
and that they should ‘actively avoid’ it.  So it is for many birds and some humans quite 123
explicit that the sound of the bellbird is the cry of a despot.  124
 Bell miner associated dieback is a major problem, affecting tens of thousands of 
hectares of forest across eastern Australia, with an estimated 2.5 million hectares 
considered to be at risk in NSW alone.  Whether or not the bellbirds are destructive at 125
 James Woodford, “Cull Takes Toll of Bellbirds, to Save the Forest”, The Sydney Morning Herald, 119
4 Dec 2006, accessed 10 Jul 2019 at <https://www.smh.com.au/environment/cull-takes-toll-of-
bellbirds-to-save-the-forest-20061204-gdoywp.html>.
 M. J. Silver and A. J. Carnegie, An Independent Review of Bell Miner Associated Dieback, prep. for 120
BMAD Project Steering Committee, 2017, 4, 8.
 ibid. 25.121
 Dare, McDonald and Clarke cited ibid. 28.122
 Amanda J. Dare, Paul G. McDonald, and Michael F. Clarke, “The Ecological Context and 123
Consequences of Colonisation of a Site by Bell Miners (Manorina melanophrys)”, Wildlife Research 
34, 2007, 622, 621.
 See Kathryn T. A. Lambert et al., Habitat Selection by a Despotic Passerine.124
 Ron Billyard cited in Grant Wardell-Johnson, Christine Stone, Harry Recher, and A. J. J. Lynch, 125
Bell Miner Associated Dieback (BMAD) Independent Scientific Literature Review: A Review of Eucalypt 
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the parklands, and particularly on the opposite bank and in nearby Leacock Regional 
Park, where they are loudest, is almost beside the point. My attachment to them has 
been until this research limited to simple appreciation and gratefulness, and I have 
truthfully never considered or observed the impact of the Casula colony in any detail. To 
be a suburban human has for me meant never quite learning or “making my own” the 
ability to assess or become personally attached to ecological health. To put it crudely, the 
dense forest across the river seems to be “as wild as it gets” here when nature is 
otherwise “out there”. This ambivalent, low-level attachment has not been produced by 
accident and cannot be simply wished away. By virtue of being particularly located in 
place and time—growing up in this particular society—I have been taught to care about 
some things, and taught not (rather than not taught) to care about others, and changing 
those attachments takes scale-critical, historically-mindful, ‘recuperative work’.  How 126
to do that work well? Can I sit with the tension of loving a despot critically and ethically? 
 To attempt this I want to stay with the call of the bellbird as a metonym for the 
birds and their destructive psyllid symbiosis, both because it is truer to my relationship 
with them and because it allows me to draw and consequently trouble a (perhaps too) 
neat analytical distinction: bellbird calls as the sound of childhood and bellbird calls as 
the sound of dying ecosystems. Ecologist Paul Meek puts it starkly: ‘[f]or some people 
the sound of bellbirds warms the cockles of their heart . . . [it] probably reminds them of 
some childhood memory. But for people who have had their [sic] forest wiped out or are 
trying to manage the problem, their call is an alarm’.  But can it be more than an 127
either/or? 
 A third reason for taking this specific, call-centric approach is that I believe there 
to be potential in the non-visual for doing scale critique. Perhaps we do not pay enough 
attention to sound; we are ambivalent about what it means or how we should feel when 
we hear a stray cat meow outside, or a cockatoo screech overhead. But this ambivalence 
is rarely something that need be resolved; rather, to stay with the paratactic qualities, 
the “non-either/or-ness”, of sound can be to keep an ongoing openness to the 
uncertain, the unknown, and the unknowable. Communication between living beings 
involves much more than visual, “face-to-face” cues, and exists in many complex 
 cf. Rose, Reports, 24.126
 Cited in Woodford, Cull Takes Toll.127
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genres and relational configurations we do not fully appreciate; think of planet-girdling 
whalesong (talk about circumlocution)! 
 Communication and connection abound in the joyful, Earthly parataxis Thomas 
Berry has called the ‘communion of subjects’, and it is far easier to simply listen and join 
in than seek a clear, noiseless line of contact.  The sound of the Casula Parklands is 128
nothing like a memo to be intercepted or country to be ‘crack[ed] open’, to paraphrase 
Evelyn Araluen.  I need not ‘min[e] in metaphors’, seeking a sole meaning or affective 129
response, when to simply listen and feel the great and mysterious sonic presence of 
bellbirds is far more interesting and worthwhile. 
 For my initially very positive attachment to bellbird calls, this task starts rather 
simply with acknowledging that bellbirds are in many contexts a problem. To 
acknowledge that something to which you are personally attached is a problem can often 
mean practising empathy at a scale beyond embodied experience. This is rarely if ever 
easy, and I wonder if this empathy is made even more difficult by my being particularly 
placed in the parklands, where I experience what can almost be described as an obligation 
to feel unconditionally thankful for greenspace, despite its vulnerability to anthropo-
genic pollution and development, and despite my politics. The sound of bellbirds is at 
least something, some gentle music to hang on to in this all-too-human landscape. Even 
then, it can be difficult to feel positively attached at all when the Georges River 
ecosystem, and indeed the entire Sydney Basin, has been so greatly fragmented and 
attenuated by urban and industrial development. When I do experience positive 
attachment, it is attachment that has been irrevocably warped by the razed, spoiled, 
uncared-for ecosystems of this ‘huge, hideous, dysfunctional city’.  Facing up to this 130
means placing myself as having been born, particularly, here—to settler-immigrants, 
and having grown up non-innocently—on unceded Darug land. Settler colonialism has 
changed the soundscape of this Country, and therefore my frame of reference for what I 
might consider “good” sound, whatever the criteria. Between the bellbirds and being 
 Thomas Berry, Evening Thoughts: Reflecting on Earth as Sacred Community, Sierra Club Books, 128
San Francisco CA, 2006, 17.
 Evelyn Araluen, “Dropbear Poetics”, Overland 230, 2018, accessed 21 Sep 2019 at <https://129
overland.org.au/previous-issues/issue-230/poetry-prize-evelyn-arlauen-2/> [sic].
 Deborah Bird Rose, “Cosmopolitics: The Kiss of Life”, New Formations 76, 2012, 101.130
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under the M5 bridge, the great and ominous rush of vehicles amplified from above, I 
know which I prefer. 
 A sonic sacrifice zone exists below the M5 bridge. A walker, jogger, or cyclist 
would rarely ever stay under here for longer than a few seconds, but I scan for any 
concrete precipices above that a family of pigeons or other birds might call home. Then, I 
choose to stand directly under the bridge for about ten minutes. Even in this short 
amount of time, I start to wonder at the quite unfathomable, 24/7 constancy of the noise 
from above. In the cold shadow of this monument to petrochemicals, progress, and 
overurbanisation, beneath this roaring ‘engine of the Anthropocene’, I feel undeniably 
bad.  This is not fine. It is often important to be blunt, especially when writing from a 131
position of general ambivalence or perceived powerlessness. I hate the M5. I’ve been in a 
car over this bridge thousands of times. I walked along its narrow, barely hospitable 
footpath for the first time in many years on a busy afternoon in August 2019. The dust, 
the smell, the noise. I hate the M5. 
 The fact that this bridge had to be constructed at all shows that environments are 
not easily amenable to human concerns, and that the water of the Georges River very 
materially exists in a mode of resistance to colonialism and capitalism. It took a lot of 
twisted labour to build this bridge, and unfathomably more to get to a point where social 
conditions justified its existence as necessary and acceptable, just as the level of 
pollution in the river has for so long been normalised, just as everyday injustices go so 
often unpunished. 
 Walking south from under the bridge back into the parklands, birds gradually 
become audible again. The question of how to feel resurfaces, and I find myself returning 
to the notion of recuperation. Without putting too fine a point on it, the challenge of 
recuperative work is to be gentle with oneself, thankful for the solidarity of others, and 
deeply critical across the board. I cannot envisage falling out of love with the bellbirds, 
nor any number of invasives, whether stray cats or lantanas. Indeed the point is not to 
fall out of love, but to cultivate love and care in ways more profound and more politically 
sonorous than basic affirmation. Love and situations are loud and complex. The 
commingling of bellbird calls with vehicles rushing over the bridge sounds out such 
 Thom van Dooren, “The Unwelcome Crows: Hospitality in the Anthropocene”, Angelaki 21(2), 131
2016, 198–199.
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complexity so well. This soundscape is not easily parsable, but polyphonic and politically 
charged—and rarely given to prolonged silence. 
Nothing is beyond care and critique. So far I have established the parklands as a place of 
great ambivalence—always both ‘shadow place’ and sunny greenspace, always both 
dumping and pleasure ground.  There are any number of multiscalar tensions playing 132
out here that deserve passionate attention. For my part, I want to be able to enjoy the 
embodied, sensory experience of being in earshot of bellbird calls while critiquing the 
historical processes that brought them to this and other areas as native invasives. I want 
to join the loud, raucous, non-innocent symphony of life without affirming the 
despotism of some bellbirds, some humans, and some beings of other species. This is 
music-making as part of what Anna Tsing calls the ‘polyphonic assemblage’, a lively, 
attentive process involving plenty of listening and plenty of dissonance.  Much of the 133
 Val Plumwood, “Shadow Places and the Politics of Dwelling”, Australian Humanities Review 44, 132
2008, 139–150.
 Anna Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins, 133
Princeton University Press, Princeton NJ, 2015, 22–25.
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noise of everyday life is anthropogenic, incidental, and does not involve listening but 
rather drowns out the sounds of others. In this sense, the roar of vehicles driven by so 
many individually siloed humans could not be more different to the abundant call-and-
response of bellbirds, who with their seemingly endless mink…mink…minks are doing the 
work of place-making, relating to one another and responding to their environments.  134
 The soundscapes we find ourselves in are not mere accidents but storied and 
historically contingent, and they demand contextual awareness and responsiveness. 
Would I, personally, outright oppose a cull in an area majorly affected by bell miner 
associated dieback? Probably not. But I would want acknowledged at scale that every 
individual bird caught in a mist net, every call silenced by gassing, is another spiral down 
the vortex of violence created by colonisation and the commodification of the natural 
world, the true cost of which is beyond all recognition.  And I would wish publicly 135
mourned the lives and the silence to follow. All violence demands witness and urges us 
towards recuperative work. 
 The Casula Parklands without bellbirds would be a terrible prospect, just as a 
world without birds is unimaginable. Solely anthrophonic soundscapes leave very little 
occasion for the gifts of listening and wondering. But of course the noisemakers make up 
only a fraction of the living; how also might we better relate to the silent ones? In 
chapter 𝟜 I explore algae, and what it means to know something so inscrutably quiet.  
 Andrew Whitehouse, “Listening to Birds in the Anthropocene: The Anxious Semiotics of Sound 134
in a Human-Dominated World”, Environmental Humanities 6, 2015, 58.
 Sabra Lane and Jim Shields, “Bellbird Blamed for Destruction of Eucalypt Forests”, AM ABC 135
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𝟜 
At home with algae 
_________________ 
I have sat regularly at the edge of the river for months now. Today is a beautiful 
Bana’murrai’yung day, and the Eurasian coots (Fulica atra) and dusky moorhens 
(Gallinula tenebrosa) are gliding along the algae-choked surface of this ancient river.  136
There’s plenty to watch; quite a bit of stalking going on between the birds. It’s still 
mating season, isn’t it? Meanwhile, a male darter (Anhinga novaehollandiae) poses on a 
twisted branch that arcs out of the water, fanning out his black wings and pitching up his 
long bill at the carnivalesque unfolding before him. 
 Frances Bodkin and Gawaian Bodkin-Andrews, D’harawal Perpetual Calendar, illus. Lorraine 136
Robertson, 24 Sep 2015, downloaded 18 Aug 2019 from <https://dharawalstories.com/
2015/09/24/perpetual-calendar/>. Bana’murrai’yung is the March-May period during which the 
weather in Dharawal and surrounding Country becomes wetter and cooler. In placing this word 
near the binomial A. novaehollandiae—which alludes to the name given for Australia by early 
European explorers and colonisers—I am pursuing an ethics of how best to bring out the 
tensions of divergent histories and nomenclatures. This chapter explores related themes.
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Around and between the birds the bloom has increased, in some places dramatically, 
over the months I’ve been coming here. I do not know how to feel, face-to-face with this 
virulent, motionless being… beings? Perhaps I’m not sure how to feel because I’m not 
sure what I’m looking at. What here is algae? What’s weeds, and which species? My best 
guess is that the most visible species on the river are the weeds Salvinia molesta and 
Azolla filiculoides, but my eyes aren’t really trained to know, so in this chapter I will refer 
non-technically to the stuff (grammatically in the singular, conceptually in the plural) 
as algae, which despite my best guess is how I have always referred to it in my head. 
 And despite my ignorance, I’m captivated by what’s happening here on the river. 
Even in its stillness, its cryptic silence, there is so much going on. Wherever I look, and 
wherever I don’t, there’s life happening—complex and confusing life. 
 So very confusing. What does it mean to be attached to something that confuses 
you? Something you feel you don’t—or can’t—understand? After all, how do we 
measure “understanding”? With this question, I am not so interested in critiquing 
Enlightenment positivist reason-worship; after all, it’s well been done!  Rather I am 137
interested in making an algae-oriented case for avowedly partial yet passionate knowing 
that traverses multiple scales, networking across knowledge practices with generosity, 
care, and political conviction. Perhaps the greatest difficulty of practising this sort of 
knowing is that it binds humility, uncertainty, and a willingness to have one’s knowing 
critiqued and changed with, to paraphrase Haraway, ‘a no-nonsense commitment to 
faith[fully] account[ing for] a “real” world’.  This is a more-than-epistemic tension; it 138
is felt all through our storied, political bodies. In our bodies we carry implicit knowledge, 
knowledge that forms ‘contingently unspoken or fundamentally nonpropositional but 
epistemically salient content in our experience’.  This bodily knowledge fosters our 139
worldly attachments, impels us to particular relations and stories. 
 What is implicit in my relationship with the river? Kelly Oliver discusses ‘strange 
kinship’, the notion of an intimate and fundamental relation to other beings by the 
 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments, 137
trans. Edmund Jephcott, ed. Gunzelin Schmid Noerr, Stanford University Press, Stanford CA, 2002 
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simple fact of ‘[having] bodies that relate to their environments and to other bodies’, 
where we are both ‘akin by virtue of our embodiment, yet . . . strangers by virtue of the 
differences in our life-styles [sic]’.  Perhaps the only thing I know for sure on the river 140
is that I am a body among other bodies—water, weeds, bacteria, birds, fish—and that we 
bodies are all, specifically, here. 
 This is where my “real” begins: algae as strange kin. I’m going to grasp very 
firmly to this as I wade through what for others algae is and does in the world. As I wade 
through epistemological, affective, political, ecological, and temporal contexts and 
scales (among others), my aim is not, as Isabelle Stengers might say, to speak in the 
name of the algae, but rather to change my attachment to it. By wading through the algal 
attachments of others, I seek an unabashedly participatory, passionate, and partial 
relationship with algae in the world, ultimately standing alongside it once more at the 
Georges River as a sign and wonder of a complex, confusing, never-fully-knowable 
future. 
 Storying algae into the future… as Astrida Neimanis might say, repeating it, but 
differently.  How do we story (with) other bodies, and specifically those bodies that 141
seem inscrutable to us? Algae is perhaps not quite as forthcoming as the bellbird or the 
mosquito. It is silent and still, seeming to spread and multiply only after we’ve looked 
away; it does not seem to have much of a voice, or at least does not call us to listen in 
ways we can so easily understand. In storying algae, then, we risk ventriloquism, as 
Etienne Benson suggests; ‘of speaking for rather than allowing to speak, of talking 
before we listen’.  This risk is, of course, not limited to storying the nonhuman 142
world.  However, there are particular Western histories of ignoring and idealising 143
nonhuman intentionality in particular ways.  144
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Rather than put algal agency on a pedestal, though—and risk reproducing what 
Plumwood calls a ‘logic of Othering’—I think it is worthwhile to foreground how algal 
relations are configured, and to foreground and pay attention to our own role in these 
relations. Concepts of listening and witnessing will still serve us well here if we follow 
Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr on the suggestion that they do not render us silent, passive, or 
uncommunicative, as if we might deduct ourselves from relations, but rather that they 
bring us all the more into the world.  Listening can allow us to reflect on our 145
relationality—on our ‘response-ability’ to whom we listen, our particular affinities and 
accountabilities.  This was my endeavour with the bellbirds: to cultivate a more 146
complex connectivity through active and attentive listening, to hear bellbirds as never 
just bellbirds, but as having particular relations in history, place, and to other creatures. 
 Correspondingly, humans are never just human, and algae is never just algae. Scale 
critique attends to the presence of and, the possibility of what else: where, when, and 
how do becomings emerge? Algae becomes—repeats, but differently—in so many ways, 
depending on the relations in which it acts and is acted upon (or perhaps more 
accurately, acts with). Storying algae scale-critically is storying these repetitions: 
holding multiple “reals” in tension to produce a multiple, situated account; an account 
both of the wading and of algae’s thick, viscid resistance—or rapidly-proliferating 
receptivity—to particular conditions. 
An idiot for algae 
For as long as I have been watching it, the algae on the Georges River has creeped and 
swelled and dispersed and swelled anew. I’m never sure how the river will look as I make 
my way down there. This uncertainty makes our relationship all the more mysterious; its 
ever-changing ebbs and blooms gesture to the joy and wonder of the partial account. 
 In mid-October I notice what looks like a floating containment boom keeping the 
surface matter from spreading downstream towards Liverpool. I can’t quite get a good 
photo through the trees. But this hi-vis disturbance of algal agency suggests a civic 
attachment to the algae, and that the river is being somehow “managed”. There is 
 cf. Ungunmerr, About Dadirri.145
 Haraway, When Species Meet, 88.146
 45
perhaps only one other clear marker of civic attachment to algae in the parklands—a 
warning sign deterring human and animal contact with it—which, not unlike mosquito 
management, cares apart, producing a distance through what Hugo Reinert has called a 
‘constitutive withdrawal’ that hails algae as harmful to and separate from us, that is, the 
sign readers and their pets.  This withdrawal relates to public health rather than a 147
“making room” for algal flourishing; indeed the intrusive presence of the boom implies 
a preference for the opposite—that the algae ought not to flourish. 
 The sign and the boom, two sites of withdrawal and control: control for some, 
withdrawal for others. I ask myself the question of what else? What other possibilities are 
there for algae-human relating at the Georges River? 
 Reinert, The Care of Migrants, 22, emphasis removed.147
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 In asking this question, I am an idiot—in the Deleuzian sense, at the very least. As 
Isabelle Stengers writes, Deleuze’s idiot is ‘the one who always slows the others down, 
who resists the consensual way in which the situation is presented and in which . . . 
thought or action [is mobilised]’. The idiot believes ‘there [to be] something more 
important’ without knowing what.  In asking after “something else” at the Georges 148
River, I am not ‘deny[ing] articulated knowledge’ nor pursuing an answer as such.  149
Rather I am pursuing a mode of response that does not take for granted the situation on 
the Georges River, that does not predetermine who is authorised to relate to the algae 
and how. In this mode we might be called to damaged rivers anew, not to forget but to 
slow down and cherish the not knowing from which humble creation springs forth. 
 As Stengers writes, ‘[the] idea is to give a voice to those who wish to take part, to 
participate, but [only] in the name of that which emerges’.  I am no phycologist or 150
freshwater ecologist—only an impassioned idiot. Might an encouragement of idiocy 
 Isabelle Stengers, The Cosmopolitical Proposal, 994, citing Deleuze.148
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here foster greater participation in water politics, and bring more attentive acts of care 
to the river? 
 What in Stengers’ terms ‘emerges’ is in any case not specific acts of care but 
specific conditions under which those attached can come together. From these 
conditions, lively and various partialities spring forth. I glimpsed what such a 
participatory, passionate, and partial togetherness might look like on 26 October 2019, a 
day of performances in and around the Casula Powerhouse Arts Centre as part of an 
exhibition called One Past Liverpool in which I was involved. Artist Jack De Lacy 
conducted a uniquely conceptual ghost tour of the site with about thirty public 
participants and which at one point led down to the riverside amphitheatre where the 
harmful algae warning sign (pictured above) stands. In the accompanying text for the 
tour, from which he spoke extemporaneously, De Lacy speculates that the algae on the 
Georges River has been caused by eutrophication or excessive nutrient enrichment from 
‘nearby farming, military, and residential’ run-off, and he calls on us to imagine the 
algae ‘as a spectre [of these] social and industrial histories’. Just as algae is polyphyletic
—that is, deriving from multiple evolutionary groups—these histories are multiple, 
converging-in-difference. As the thirty-or-so of us stood at the river, we were called on 
to imagine ‘wading through thick clumps of polyphyletic history’.  We watched the 151
river attentively as we did so. By guiding our attention, De Lacy’s tour ‘artfully enable[d] 
us to gather around’ algae as a matter of concern; algae was brought into a particularly 
assembled, invested (and temporary) public, rather than closed to all but councillors and 
contractors.  152
 The attachments cultivated at the amphitheatre that day were of a genre perhaps 
all-too-often passed off as shallow or simplistic. But more than how much we know, it’s 
how we care that puts and keeps worlds together. This is not to position knowing and 
caring competitively, but to consider what we might gain from a small shift in 
orientation. Every practice, even the most scientistic, notionally rigorous application of 
science, has an excess of unaccounted-for attachments in tow. Rather than denounce 
 Jack De Lacy, Cruising Ghost Tour, text and live event 26 Oct 2019, commissioned by Casula 151
Powerhouse Arts Centre, 2019.
 Stengers, The Cosmopolitical Proposal, unpublished draft, 2004, 13, downloaded 30 Oct 2019 152
from <https://balkanexpresss.files.wordpress.com/2013/09/stengersthe-cosmopolitcal-
proposal.pdf>.
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science or scientific rigour, I want to ask after different forms of rigour, ways in which we 
might deepen accounts of situatedness, through which we might close in on that 
unaccounted-for excess, to get closer to speaking not in our own name, nor the name of 
what we study, but how we study it: to be attuned to the wonders of attachment. 
 Different rigours matter for different contexts and scales. Might our times entail 
an affective rigour, that is, a steadfast commitment to love, rage, mourning, and 
resilience? The psychology and emotions of ecological collapse actually influence the 
work we do and the ways in which we are attached, so why wouldn’t we treat them as 
relevant in methodological or practical terms? 
 Perhaps what has been missing at the Georges River is a rigorous commitment to 
emotionally invested water politics over and above so-called water management. Might 
children once more learn to swim in this river? Until the construction of the heavily 
polluting powerhouse in the early 1950s, the parklands were a popular site for family 
picnics and swims, and were used for hunting and fishing and as a midden and meeting 
place by the Gandangara, Darug, and Dharawal for thousands of years.  Might all the 153
recent pollution—all the industrial, agricultural, and residential run-off, sewerage, and 
waste, that has drained out to sea from here and back into soils and bodies—one day be 
better attended to at the source?  Multiscalar, political, emotionally charged questions. 154
 Rather than rigour, perhaps, the word is vigour: that which is enriched by and 
which enriches the living Earth, that thirst for connectivity which refuses the slicing up 
of the world into single-issue problems. Deborah Bird Rose speaks exquisitely of ‘world-
craziness’, a mode of attachment where one becomes overwhelmed by just how much 
everything matters, a sort of holy foolishness where one is swept up in the unbridled 
passion of living here and now on this particular planet. In being crazy ‘“with” [and] 
“for”’ the Earth we keep faith with its ‘power, resilience, [and] connectivity’, remaining 
even in the face of futility totally taken by life’s will-to-flourish.  155
 Like idiocy, world-craziness opens up and thrives in generative spaces of 
uncertainty, wonder, and contingency. The Casula Parklands, wedged between a train 
 Gilchrist, Casula Powerhouse.153
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line and an ancient river, has for me always been one such interstitial space, a space of 
slowing down, of fostering attachment, of great wonder. So many spots between 
Woodbrook Road and the amphitheatre offer the possibility for fostering algal 
attachments; even the midges—who breed in the eutrophic water and who in hordes 
cloud much of the parklands at dusk—gesture to algae’s presence in this polluted 
river.  Indeed, the algae can hardly be ignored. 156
 And with each new attachment, new doubt is cast on the quaintly ‘literal’ 
definition of algae offered by botanist William Stearn as ‘a thing of little value’.  Far 157
from it; algae can be powerful and planet-altering. For the remainder of this chapter I 
wade through some scales of algae beyond Casula before paddling back up the Georges 
River by way of a planetary event two billion years ago driven by cyanobacteria, 
commonly known as blue-green algae.  158
Phycoplanetary politics 
To define algae as an inert, non-intentional thing of little value prompts the question: 
little value for whom? The sign at the amphitheatre prompts a similar question, one 
posed by Astrid Schrader in her discussion of harmful algal bloom research: harmful to 
whom?  In asking such questions we might better situate and scale algal attachments. 159
Algae is complex and entails nuanced care, which in many cases is neither necessarily 
affirmative nor antagonising. Asking to whom algae does harm, then, is not only about 
challenging the anthropocentrism inherent and invisibilised in “harmful”, but is a good 
faith inquiry into the specific beings algae harms and whose flourishing we might enable 
at algae’s (and perhaps our own) expense. On another level, ‘harmful to whom’ is a 
 Michael Waldvogel, Charles Apperson, and Stephen Bambara, “Biology and Control of Non-156
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of Australia: Introduction, ABRS/CSIRO Publishing, Canberra ACT, 2007, 66.
 This usage is sometimes said to be erroneous, but I make a political and methodological point 158
out of foregoing the sensu stricto. Which rigours, which contexts?
 Astrid Schrader, “The Time of Slime: Anthropocentrism in Harmful Algal Research”, 159
Environmental Philosophy 9(1), 2012, 77.
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question of to whom humans do harm; algal blooms are very often anthropogenic, a 
detail easily overlooked on a sign. 
 To attend to situated circumstances across algae-related contexts and scales 
builds what I am playfully calling a “phycoplanetary politics”, which fuses the micro of 
the Greek phykos (meaning seaweed, and used to refer to algae) with the macro of algae’s 
planetary impact.  Algae is even more ubiquitous than the mosquito, being ‘present in 160
almost all of [the] biosphere’s ecologies’ and able to ‘tolerate an impressive array of 
temperatures and milieus’. And yet algae is, as Duygu Kasdogan argues, ‘mostly 
imperceptible to human eyes until [it causes] environmental or health problems, 
[contributes] to the well-being of bodies and ecologies, or [creates] economic 
opportunities [through being] processed into commodities, such as biofuels’.  To 161
whom we pay attention and why is a political question. Algae are ubiquitous as well as 
incredibly diverse. Which diversities do we choose to acknowledge, and to what end? 
Indeed, in representing algae in the singular, I have foregrounded my attachment to it as 
a “non-expert”, but I have also to some extent flattened algae’s extraordinary 
multiplicity. 
 Or is it so extraordinary? Heather Paxson and Stefan Helmreich have drawn 
attention to how ‘[the] microbial realm, shared across scales and contexts, [is] variously 
and simultaneously universal, ubiquitous and unique’, but that we risk overlooking ‘the 
figure of the unique microbe’ in persistently playing up microbes’ extraordinary 
‘everything-is-everywhereness’.  I am reminded of the danger of reproducing one of 162
Plumwood’s logics of Othering: algae as homogenised despite its multiplicity, as 
radically excluded, as instrumentalised; I’d hardly blame my kombucha for killing me. 
 We might respond to Paxson and Helmreich’s scalar tension by attending to what 
happens when particular algae act in particular relations. This attention is political, 
needn’t be terribly scientific, and surely won’t be here. Might we practise other rigours 
 “Phycopolitics” looks and sounds a bit niftier, but loses the sharp contrast of scales.160
 Duygu Kasdogan, Potentiating Algae, Modernizing Bioeconomies: Algal Biofuels, Bioenergy 161
Economies, and Built Ecologies in the United States and Turkey, PhD, York University, Toronto ON, 
2017, 5–6.
 Heather Paxson and Stefan Helmreich, “The Perils and Promises of Microbial Abundance: 162
Novel Natures and Model Ecosystems, from Artisanal Cheese to Alien Seas”, Social Studies of 
Science 44(2), 2014, 185, 176.
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instead of (or as well as) knowing Latin binomials and bacterial morphology? Might we 
come to value rigours more equitably? 
 I briefly splash through three contexts, attempting to hold multiple rigorous 
attachments and political scales in stark tension. 
 The first is a pair of fish kills that occurred at Menindee Lakes, western NSW at 
the turn of the year. There have been in recent times so very many fish kills across the 
disastrously despoiled Murray-Darling Basin, so my choice of this particular event is 
fairly arbitrary. As I write this, I look out over the green on University Place in front of 
the University of Sydney Quadrangle, that perfectly verdant, manicured lawn. How many 
more homes will go without running water in the coming months and years? How many 
more cows were shot or collapsed today? That is to say, a home in NSW went without 
running water, a cow was shot. A cotton farm continued to operate. Some men in suits 
haven’t yet paid for destroying Country. 
 Distributed agencies… things I don’t really understand… excuses to avoid politics.  In 163
December 2018 about 10,000 fish died at Menindee Lakes, and in early January 2019 
about one million. A million fish. All rising to the wretched surface, demanding witness; 
images evoking an organised genocide. Cyanobacterial blooms to blame? A news article 
reads, ‘[the] NSW government is investigating the cause and extent of “shocking” algal 
bloom events in the state's far west that may have killed a million or more fish’.  164
Farmers lament, governments investigate, and no-one else can speak. 
 ‘But it wasn’t the [blue-green] algae that killed the fish’, reads another article. ‘A 
cold front hit the region, which dropped the water temperature in the river, killing the 
algal bloom. The bacteria that feeds on dying algae then exploded out of control, and 
sucked all the oxygen from the water’.  The bacteria sucked all the oxygen from the water. 165
The bacteria. Because of the drought. 
 Hypoxia. Imagine slowly choking to death, a million times. 
 cf. Nina Eliasoph, “‘Close to Home’: The Work of Avoiding Politics”, Theory and Society 26(5), 163
1997, 605–647.
 Peter Hannam, “‘Nature Bites Back’: Algal Blooms Trigger Mass Fish Deaths in Western 164
NSW”, The Sydney Morning Herald, 7 Jan 2019, accessed 31 Oct 2019 at <https://www.smh.com.au/
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western-nsw-20190107-p50q0m.html>.
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The second context is one of the unrealised ‘technoscientific imaginings’ of the 
American postwar era. Leah Aronowsky has dubbed this era the ‘algae epoch’.  In the 166
1960s, a rush of heavily funded scientific research regarded algae as having remarkably 
diverse silver bullet potentials, from low-cost food source to biofuel to even a 
‘bioregenerative life-support system’ for spaceflight: algae would ‘recycle human waste 
products into nutrients, photosynthesise toxic gases into vital ones, and hydrolyse urine 
and sweat into potable water’.  But as Aronowsky argues, this system was not 167
envisaged nor designed as a living one. Some prototype technologies for producing 
oxygen sought to maintain algae in a certain ‘youthful bloom state’, as its ‘capacity to 
synthesise oxygen declined significantly as it grew in density’.  168
 The task was to build a pure, paradoxical terrarium, to freeze algal time, ‘to scale 
down the cosmos to the level of human experience’—a level algae would not abide.  169
 The third context is the Gulf of Mexico dead zone. Astrid Schrader cites a 2008 
document called the Gulf of Mexico Hypoxia Action Plan which ‘footnotes an earlier goal to 
shrink the dead zone to a size of 5000 km2 by 2015 with the remark that this is probably 
no longer achievable’.  In July 2019 the dead zone’s size was measured to be 18,006 170
km2, ‘smaller than expected’ due to a major cyclone at the time.  Unthinkable amounts 171
of waste flowing out to sea from the Mississippi River; much of it nitrogen run-off from 
excessive fertiliser use and the waste of concentrated animal feeding operations.  172
 Anoxia, ‘when the [dead algae-feeding] bacteria use up the rest of the oxygen, 
suffocating even themselves’.  Dying, dead, right from seabed to surface. 173
 Leah V. Aronowsky, “Of Astronauts and Algae: NASA and the Dream of Multispecies 166
Spaceflight”, Environmental Humanities 9(2), 2017, 363.
 Aronowsky, Of Astronauts and Algae, 361. For some recent examples of research regarding 167
algae as a food source, all of which are firmly entrenched in neoliberal capitalism, see Brian 
Kateman, “Yes, Algae is Green and Slimy — But It Could Also be the Future of Food”, The 
Guardian, 13 Aug 2019, accessed 14 Aug 2019 at <https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/
2019/aug/13/algae-spirulina-e3-blue-majik-health-benefits>.
 ibid. 371, 364.168
 Lisa Messeri, cited ibid. 366.169
 Cited in Schrader, The Time of Slime, 78.170
 Cited in Deanna Conners, “Large 2019 Dead Zone in Gulf of Mexico”, EarthSky, 16 Aug 2019, 171
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And yet, ‘not dead at all’; ‘full of life—just not the kind of life “we” want’. As marine 
ecologist Jeremy Jackson puts it, ‘[a] dead zone is . . . an ecosystem, which lacks all the 
kinds of animals we want, and has all the kinds of animals we do not want, and has all 
these toxic microbes’.  Rather than frozen time, Schrader argues that, for some 174
humans, time is perceived in the dead zone to have gone backwards, to an inferior, 
primitive state—whereas the time of Homo economicus, of ever-accelerating economic 
productivity, corresponds for Schrader with a conception of ‘“life itself” as a teleological 
process toward ever increasing complexity’.  How might algae help us to attach 175
ourselves differently to history, to notions of complexity, progress, development, 
prosperity, to the very notion of futurity? 
 As Schrader shows, algae has its own temporality which, like the idiot, might 
resist our rush to certainty, might slow us down and make us wait, even in its rapid, 
never-fully-visible proliferation. Algal time perhaps challenges us to consider what 
timely accounts, attachments, and acts of care look like. 
 Imagine: a red tide lapping gently and ominously against a shore… 
Futures, sensu lato 
To allow ourselves to be swept up in algal spacetime, we might approach it beyond 
conventionally coherent representational strategies that tend to stultify and categorise. 
My phycoplanetary politics, then, is ‘more-than-representational’.  It does not pursue 176
a fixed, purely empiricist sensu stricto but looks to offer ‘“wild new imaginaries” 
emerging from repertoires of sensation and emotion’, from ‘multifarious, open 
encounters in the realm of practice [itself]’.  I have started to venture this more-than-177
representational rigour above, and I look now to two vernacular accounts of the so-
 Cited in Schrader, The Time of Slime, 78.174
 ibid. 73, 76.175
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P. Tolia-Kelly, Ashgate, Farnham UK, 2012, 109–132.
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called Oxygen Holocaust that took place two billion years ago, an event which can only 
be approached speculatively. This hypothesised event occurred when cyanobacteria 
massively oxygenated Earth’s atmosphere, forcing anaerobic organisms into adaption or 
extinction.  By way of this planetary-scale event I will wade back to the Georges River, 178
to ever-stranger, ever-stronger kinship, and to speculation on Casula’s complex futures. 
 As with narratives of planetary history, attending to futures and futurity is 
necessarily more-than-secular, more-than-scientific work; always speculative and 
political, and very often trafficking in the wonder and awe of the unknown. I put the 
Oxygen Holocaust in brief conversation with the Anthropocene at Casula not simply to 
draw an analogy but to show how scale critique can, through holding-in-tension, offer 
us wild new imaginaries for thought and attachment. 
* * * 
Cyanobacteria, some of Earth’s earliest, longest-surviving lifeforms, are prokaryotic or 
unicellular—but not simple. Capable of photosynthesis, they and their progeny sit 
within other organisms, creating the endosymbioses that allow the vegetal world to 
flourish. Once they started releasing oxygen into the atmosphere as a waste product, 
they also enabled human flourishing. 
 About two billion years ago, the so-called Oxygen Holocaust saw cyanobacteria 
‘[c]olonising every available spot that guaranteed sunlight, carbon dioxide, and water . . . 
produc[ing] prodigious amounts of waste’ as they ‘glided, grew, crept, and swelled, 
gradually expanding along river shores and meteoritic rubble, upon volcanic debris and 
in puddles’.  Coming to feed on H2O, the cyanobacteria started to release oxygen gas 179
(O2) into the atmosphere. Interacting with this ‘killingly reactive gas’, as Dorion Sagan 
puts it, ‘must have been a horror show for any beings that could feel’.  With no means 180
of metabolising oxygen, the Earth’s anaerobes largely died out. Some went underground, 
 Lynn Margulis and Dorion Sagan, “The Oxygen Holocaust”, Microcosmos: Four Billion Years of 178
Microbial Evolution, University of California Press, Berkeley CA, 1986, 99–114.
 ibid. 101.179
 Sagan, Beautiful Monsters, M169.180
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into the ‘anaerobic layers of mud and soil’ where, in the darkness, thriving might still 
have been possible.  181
 Hyperoxia. Imagine choking to death for 300 million years. 
 The Oxygen Holocaust completely changed life on this planet, but it did not do so 
suddenly, ex nihilo. Rather, atmospheric oxygen content crept up and up and up over the 
course of many millions of years. The hydrogen-hungry cyanobacteria were not yet the 
sustainable consumers they are today; by separating H2O—eating the hydrogen, 
expelling the oxygen—they gradually produced an oxidised Earth, a world turned to 
rust.  Never without precedent, they repeated life always a little differently, edging the 182
biosphere closer to one that suited them and, ultimately, us. 
 A rusted, rocky, pond scum planet. In their planetary-scale proliferation the 
cyanobacteria took on a monstrous, ‘teratological’ role as the chief engineers of Earth’s 
atmosphere.  They are, along with (some) humans (more than others), the only other 183
living things to cause a mass extinction on this planet. 
 In order to bend the biosphere to one’s will—where one means a particularly 
networked, particularly driven assemblage, always ‘more than one, and less than 
many’—one must transduce energy in particular ways at particular scales.  Dorion 184
Sagan uses the notion of energy transduction to express how what is consumed or 
destroyed and what is created is never a symmetrical phenomenon.  There are always 185
certain excesses and scarcities, certain worlds overflowing at the expense of others. 
 While the Oxygen Holocaust eventually enabled humankind, it only did so 
incidentally; we are but an imperceptible ripple in the slimy sea of its far more direct 
consequences. Indeed if we want to avoid a simple Anthropocene theodicy that 
deterministically absolves futures in advance as always equal to or always or eventually 
better than the present—although who absolves which futures is always a political 
question—we must attend to the asymmetries of what human-led assemblages are 
 Margulis and Sagan, The Oxygen Holocaust, 109.181
 ibid. 99–100, 102.182
 Sagan, Beautiful Monsters, M170–171.183
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transducing at whose expense, and how our own particular attachments might be used 
to build assemblages that resist and remake those flows of energy.  Energy, like time, 186
does not flow in a straight line. Life is not, for example, “always getting more complex” 
or “sophisticated”, or simply flourishing without resistance.  There are always better 187
or worse worlds in the making, and the question of which worlds we help to foster is not 
one to be evaded but cherished. Why not passionately and partially assert your 
attachments and solidarities? Why wouldn’t you choose love, rage, unabashed 
mourning, flagrant celebration? Why would you take anyone or anything for granted in 
this precipitous mess of a world? 
 Attachments in the so-called Anthropocene are at once intensely planetary and 
intensely particular. As we do what we do to resist the colonial-capitalist deathwork in 
which so many of us are born complicit, we must remember both that the stakes are 
unfathomably high and that this colonial-capitalist world—which, try as it might, will 
never be the world—will end. It has itself willed its end. 
 We might think, then, about how to wade more justly through the suffering of the 
coming transition. Indeed, the notion in energy politics of “just transition” finds special 
purchase at the site of the Casula Powerhouse, which from the 1950s until its 
decommission in 1976 was an emblem of coal-fired-generation-through-destruction.  188
It reopened as an arts centre in 1994, and has since transduced a little better. But there 
are no such guarantees elsewhere; every transition calls for attentive care. 
 After a coffee at the powerhouse’s Bellbird Café, I wander back down to the river. 
It’s the beginning of November, or more accurately, of Gooray’murrai. Soon, 
Parra’dowee the Great Eel will call his children from the ocean into Sydney Harbour, so 
that they may make their way upstream, to the homes of their parents, in the rivers 
swollen by thunderstorms and torrential rains.  189
 I’m not sure how much rain will come, or when this political drought will end. 
There will be water in the Georges River, but it will be too turbid to see any eels. It has 
 cf. Clive Hamilton, “The Theodicy of the ‘Good Anthropocene’”, Environmental Humanities 7, 186
2015, 233–238.
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been this way my whole life. This Country I call home is beautiful, disgraced, resilient. As 
I stand in strange kinship with so much that surrounds me, I realise much of the weeds 
on the river surface are gone. I think back to what it looked like in July (pictured above). I 
think to what it will look like in the coming seasons and beyond. What will come of this 
abused Country? What will come of the algae, the coots, moorhens, and darters? 
 These questions as knotwork, not ellipses. 
 Wandering down to the river, wondering, and wondering, and wondering. 
Again, and again, and again. 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CONCLUSION 
Of, with, for 
_________________ 
There’s so much here at the parklands, so many signs and wonders, so much that is 
unknown and unknowable, so much to which we might humbly offer passionate 
attention. 
 With mosquitoes, bellbirds, and algae, this thesis has offered three examples of 
what I call scale-critical stories: stories that ‘emplace the planetary’ through holding 
specifically situated attachments in tension across the temporal, spatial, and conceptual 
scales through which this planet thinks and feels itself.  I have taken Derek Woods’ 190
notion of scale critique to venture an approach of attending ethically to and deepening 
one’s attachments by holding them in all their wondrous complexity. This approach 
might be summarised in a phrase to which I have been liable to return: of, with, and for. 
These words yearn for worldly attachment. They give us much with which to think our 
 Franklin Ginn, Writing Anthroposcenes, unpublished paper, 2017, 23, emphasis removed.190
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relations. As I leave the parklands through the portal of Woodbrook Road, the wondrous 
complexity of the of, with, and for stays with me. I am inexorably caught in the ongoing 
knotwork of Casula Parklands. 
 The stories that have emerged in this thesis all began from seemingly mundane 
encounters—indeed, all around us are occasions for experimental togetherness and 
scale critique. 
 In chapter 𝟚, this encounter was a mosquito bite on the Georges River, one which 
led me to the ethics of killing across a range of contexts and scales, including that of the 
bug zapper in my parents’ home. By giving attention to divergent productions of 
apartness, I sought to avoid making a reductive call for “making room” or unabashed 
togetherness, rather making a call for complex solidarity. 
 In chapter 𝟛, this encounter was with the sound of bellbirds, a sound that goes 
back to my childhood, and which emplaces me, very particularly, here. By placing the 
ever-repeating birdcalls in tension with the engineered mundanity of the M5 motorway, 
my aim was to hold open a brief interstice for sonically-conscious care and critique. 
 In chapter 𝟜, this encounter was the simple and strange act of observing and being 
with algae, an encounter I repeated differently both at the parklands and by way of a 
number of other algal attachments, including the deep-time, planetary context of the 
Oxygen Holocaust. I ended with a small gesture to the great contingency of Casula’s 
futures—a gesture of love, of passionate ambivalence. 
 Love, mourning, wonder, ambivalence… all personal-planetary concerns. Scale 
critique here has been proven as more than mere critique, but as recuperative, more-
than-representational care. I need not belabour the point. I will be here again, and again, 
and again—as so many others will be, here and elsewhere—cultivating a living, lively 
ethics and politics with which to continue the work of storying this unfathomably 
storied world. 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